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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
As archaeologists, we want to know about people from the past: how they lived, 
what their concerns were, what they believed. Households are essential in this. 
They are the basis of sedentary human life. They are the environments where 
people interact and live important parts of their daily lives, where children learn 
social skills and develop an understanding of the world. It is where basic activities 
take place, such as cooking, eating, and sleeping; but it is also the place where 
worldviews and spiritual beliefs are formed and expressed through household 
rituals and visual culture. Our homes reflect who we are, the ways we are the 
same, and the ways in which we differ (Moore 2012, 147). It is within the 
household that basic needs are met and social roles defined (Wilk and Rathje 
1982).  
Households are much more complex than the house alone. They are made 
up of material (the house and the material possessions tied to it), social (the 
people who live in the house), and behavioral (what those people do) components 
(following Wilk and Rathje 1982, 618). All three of these are deeply influenced 
by, and at the same time influence, each other and the worldview of the people 
living within the household. Households can thus be a gateway that can be used to 
gain a better understanding of how people in any society lived and how they 
viewed their world.  
However, in Mesoamerican archaeology, a lot of the focus has been and 
still is on the monumental and ceremonial aspects of past culture. This is not in 
itself a problem, but it often means that the more mundane, maybe less visually 
spectacular, but just as important aspects of past life, such as residential areas, 
tend to be underrepresented and underinterpreted (Douglass and Gonlin 2012b, 1-
2). 
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Thus, we know a lot, relatively, about monumental architecture and 
iconography of the Mesoamerican past. Our understanding of past Mesoamerican 
culture is largely dependent on these subjects. We differentiate between cultures 
and states on this basis, and we infer what people thought and how they viewed 
their world. But how about daily life? What can we really say about those people 
whose daily lives did not revolve around monumental ceremonial complexes, but 
who also spent a large part of their days providing for food, tools, and other basic 
living needs?  
If we want to construct a more comprehensive image of past cultures, then 
we need to take into account all, or as many as possible, aspects of past life. We 
need to consider ceremonial and residential, elite and common contexts alike, and 
thus more attention still needs to be paid to household archaeology.  
In recent decades, this disciplinary bias has started to dissolve. After 
Flannery (1976) revolutionized the way archaeologists look at and think about 
households in their field, household archaeology developed in Mesoamerica. It 
became an archaeological field of interest in its own right. Residential areas 
stopped being elements taken for granted, as theorizing about what they were and 
what they could tell us developed along processual and post-processual lines (see 
for example: Douglass and Gonlin 2012a; Flannery 1976; Hendon 2004; Webster 
and Gonlin 1988). More and more research is being done on the way people lived 
their daily lives (see for example: Beekman 2010; Carballo 2011; Manzanilla 
1986; Perlstein Pollard 1997; Robin 2003; Stark and Arnold III 1997; Wilk and 
Ashmore 1988). However, a gap remains in our knowledge about Mesoamerican 
households, and much research remains still to be done. For many monumental 
archaeological sites, it remains unclear how the people who built them lived, very 
little is known about non-monumental settlements, and, as we will see throughout 
this thesis, many questions remain unaddressed.  
One of the periods we seem to know the least about with regards to 
households is the Formative period. Although precise dates for the beginning and 
end of this period vary, it is generally considered that the Formative period for the 
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whole of Mesoamerica is situated between 2000 BC and AD 300 (Toby Evans 
2008, 5-7). Households from this period will be the focus of this thesis.   
How did people live during the Formative period in Mesoamerica? Are 
there general or common traits at the household level throughout Mesoamerica? 
Are there differences between and within settlements? What can residential 
remains tell us about how people lived, what they did, and how they saw the 
world in Formative times? 
 
 
Fig. 1: Map showing the location of the case studies (after maps.google.com) 
 
 
These questions are very complex, but in order to start to answer them, I 
will, in this thesis, look at five concrete case studies, focusing not so much on 
time depth and evolution of households, but rather on the spatial aspect by 
considering archaeological sites from different regions throughout Mesoamerica. 
These case studies will be Chalcatzingo (Morelos, Mexico), Dzibilchaltún 
(Yucatán, Mexico), El Remolino (Veracruz, Mexico), Kaminaljuyú (Guatemala), 
and San José Mogote (Oaxaca, Mexico), because they are examples of sites from 
different regions at which much attention was paid to residential areas (fig. 1). 
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This research aims to give a global overview of households in Formative 
Mesoamerica and how people therein lived their daily lives. Similarities and 
differences between the different case studies can tell us more about not only how 
individual households functioned, but also about their role in a larger context, how 
the Formative world was organized. Similarities or the lack thereof can tell us a 
lot about interactions, societal organizations, and global worldviews. This 
research thus becomes an element in the much broader discussion about cultural 
unity and diversity in Formative Mesoamerica.  
The first part of this thesis will outline background information about the 
research and the case studies. The first chapter will deal with the way I 
conceptualize and define the household, focusing especially on the relationships 
between humans, things, and space. In the second chapter, the methods used in 
this thesis will be discussed, including the identification of data-related issues. 
Then, each of the case studies will be introduced with regards to geographical 
setting, history, and available data. The data available on the households in each 
of the case studies will then be presented and analyzed in individual chapters. 
These chapters are grouped into three parts, regarding basic concerns of the 
household, mental organization of the household, and the place of households in 
the community. Each of these chapters will be further outlined in the 
methodology. Finally, in a concluding chapter, an image will be constructed of 
Formative Mesoamerican households using the data and interpretations from each 
of these chapters, taking into account the research questions.  
Throughout the analysis of the data from the different sites, various 
aspects of life in the studied households will be considered. These aspects are all, 
more or less explicitly, related to the three components which constitute a 
household: material, social, and behavioral. The materiality of Formative houses 
will be addressed, as well as the way it relates to behavior. An overview of the 
basic activities going on in each household will focus on the behavioral 
component. The analysis of social relationships within the household will relate 
the physical and spatial settings to social compositions and relationships. The role 
ancestors played in daily life is related to both social and behavioral aspects of 
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households. A discussion of the ways in which worldview was expressed will 
relate behavior to material components. Material and behavioral aspects of 
different households provide clues as to the attributes related to an elite status. 
The outline of systems of specialization and exchange relates the material 
possessions of a household, and how these relate to the behavioral component. 
The relationships of the different themes explored in this thesis with the three 
components of a household as they are presented here are simplifications. As can 
be seen throughout the next chapters, all of these aspects of a household can be 
related to each of the components. They all contribute to the construction of an 
image of what it may have meant to live in a Formative Mesoamerican household 
and how it was experienced.  
In order to answer the research questions of this thesis, it is not enough to 
simply compare the archaeological data of the different case studies. If we want to 
know how people lived throughout Formative Mesoamerica, not only the physical 
remains need to be examined, but also how these were experienced. Therefore, not 
only what can directly be inferred from the archaeological remains, such as what 
houses were made of and what people did within the household will be examined, 
but also what these subjects can tell us about the worldview and social 
relationships, and the place of a household within the community. The chapters 
here contribute to form a representation of Formative Mesoamerican households 
which takes into account varied aspects and components of what constitutes a 
household, both within individual households and in their relations with a larger 
society.   
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Chapter 2 
Theoretical framework: Living in a 
household 
 
In this chapter, I will present a number of personal views on what the household 
environment is, and how it can be seen and studied. Although we have still a lot to 
learn about how people interact with and see things and space, there are some 
aspects of these relationships that seem to be universal. Keeping these universal 
aspects in mind when studying humans and their material culture in archaeology 
may give us a better understanding of the way people lived and saw the world. 
There are many more aspects to the interactions between humans and their 
surroundings, which are complex and not always the same from society to society, 
but this chapter gives an overview of what I consider to be crucial aspects to 
human life in the household setting. 
 
2.1 Household: a definition 
 
The household can be seen as consisting of three elements: a social component, a 
material component, and a behavioral component (following Wilk and Rathje 
1982, 618). This is the basis on which households will be dealt with here. 
 The social component of households (Wilk and Rathje 1982, 618) 
comprises the members of a household and their mutual relationships. Defining 
which people are members of a household is not always self-evident, as this can 
vary between societies. Here, we will limit this component to the people that, at a 
given moment, live in, organize their lives around, or occupy and use the material 
component of the household. The relationships between the people of the 
household are an important aspect as they play a paramount role in the 
organization and characterization of the household. 
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 The material component (Wilk and Rathje 1982, 618) comprises the 
house, activity areas, secondary structures, and all material possessions of the 
members of the household. The house itself is defined as the built structure(s) or 
building(s) that play(s) a central role in the household. This includes the built 
structure(s) in which the members of the household sleep, eat, store, receive, etc. 
Thus, an independent building, for example, that is used as kitchen or storage 
space is considered to be part of the house, as well as the building in which people 
sleep. The house is the built environment of the household. The house is usually 
placed within a household area, which is the area around the house where 
household activities take place. There is, however, not always a clear limit as to 
where the household area ends and another household area or a public space 
begins. Features such as storage pits, burials, ovens, etc. may be included in the 
household area, as well as objects owned by the members of the household. The 
material component of the household is the physical locality that the members of 
the household occupy and where the behavioral component takes place. 
 The behavioral component (Wilk and Rathje 1982, 618) of the household 
comprises the activities that the members of the household perform within the 
material setting of the household. In a way, the places where the activities 
pertaining to the household take place can define the boundaries of the physical 
locality of the household. The behavioral component is thus defined by the 
activities that occur in and directly around the house or features associated with 
the house. This excludes activities pertaining for example to public events or the 
gathering of food and materials that doesn’t occur in a garden directly next to the 
house.  
 The exact boundaries of the social component, physical locality, and 
activities that constitute a household can be very blurred and therefore somewhat 
arbitrary. The exact limits of the household would thus have to be defined on a 
case by case basis and depending on the data, as they may be different throughout 
societies. But in general, it can be said that the household is defined by the social, 
material, and behavioral components that are centered and organized around a 
built environment, the house. 
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2.2 Relationships between humans and things 
  2.2.1 Human-thing entanglement 
 
An important aspect to materiality is human-thing entanglement. Humans and 
things are, in many ways, co-dependent on each other. Daily life is completely 
entangled with material culture. Material culture, human culture and daily life co-
constitute each other and therefore should be studied together. 
Hodder states a general agreement that human existence and social life 
depend on material things (Hodder 2011, 155). He considers that, as humans, we 
have evolved with certain physical and cognitive abilities because of our 
dependence on things and technologies (tools to feed us, keep us warm, forge 
social relations, worship, etc.). Notions of feelings (desire, anger, love, etc.) 
would be impossible without things, as they are always to some degree of or for 
something, including other persons. Since much of our thoughts wouldn’t be 
possible without a thing to think of, memory and cognitive abilities are closely 
tied to materials (Hodder 2011, 155). Hodder also considers that things, in their 
dependence on other things along chains of interdependence, draw things and 
people together (Hodder 2011, 157). An example of this is the Mixtec exchange 
system. The making of tortillas, a daily activity in the Mixtec region, requires 
tools such as the metate for grinding maize, but also a petate for people to sit on 
while doing so, a cooking plate, maize, chalk, etc., all of which come from a 
different place, were produced by different people with different tools and were 
exchanged in markets by still other people. Thus, the interdependence between 
things and other things and between things and humans is in this example, though 
not always consciously observed, always present in daily life. The co-dependency 
of humans and things thus creates a wide, entangled web. This is the case for all 
objects and activities that require other objects and people to make them possible 
(Hodder 2011, 157-159). Not only technological, but also social, ritual, 
ideological, and other factors enter into behavioral chains and interactions, and 
thus form an important part of this web (Hodder 2011, 159). Hodder considers 
that things are not only part of the human phenotype, but that they also constitute 
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environments in which certain behaviors are selected for and in which behavioral 
patterns are instigated. Furthermore, things can entrap people in long-term 
relationships of material investment, care and maintenance. Because we become 
dependent on things, we need to deal with their impermanence, constantly 
repairing, replacing, and caring for them. Crops for example, can be considered to 
have domesticated us in forcing us to plant, weed, harvest, etc., together with the 
additional tools involved that need to be made and maintained (Hodder 2011, 159-
164). In our dependency on things as we want and need them, we become 
entrapped in their dependency on us, a ‘double-bind’.  
Many scholars (Hollenback and Schiffer 2010; Rowlands 2004) have a 
similar viewpoint in that they consider that what distinguishes us from other 
animals is not the fact that we make and use tools, but our total reliance on them: 
our lives are shaped by, and shape, technologies. Material culture is an essential 
element in the defining of human nature. Human interactions, belief systems, and 
culture require intimate ties to things, as materials are utterly embedded in human 
life. Artifacts are not just tools for survival: what we do with them, their 
manufacture, use, discard, reuse, etc. (the ‘constitutive processes’ of things) is 
what makes and shapes culture. Human behavior is constituted by people-artifact 
interactions. Material culture can be understood as the medium through which 
humans interact with and view the world around them. In accordance with 
Hodder’s viewpoint, we can consider human life, and therefore material life, to be 
embedded in systems of meaning and social networks (Hollenback and Schiffer 
2010). 
Households can’t be identified as simply ‘bricks and mortar’, but are 
embedded in the local conditions and meanings, and the nature of the wider 
productive work (Buchli 2010, 503). So, like with Hodder, the household is 
entangled in a wide web of things and people. The domestic sphere can be seen to 
be a key element of the human condition, the place where family, gender, the 
nature of the individual are understood, where basic elements of cosmology and 
religious life are lived and perceived, where public and private realms are forged, 
nature/culture boundaries are created and negotiated, where power at the level of 
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the state, the community, and the family are enacted. The home is how we know 
the world and know about people. In short, the home is where the most 
fundamental aspects of social structure emerge and are experienced (Buchli 2010). 
The home as a thing, ‘bricks and mortar’, can thus be seen as a material setting in 
which humans are formed, a setting which is entangled with human life and which 
thus connects it to Hodder’s wide web of co-dependencies. The household is of 
course not the only setting in which this happens, as a wider setting such as the 
settlement or the landscape can have great importance in the shaping of human 
life. As the household is a basic element of life in a sedentary community, 
however, it does constitute one of the most fundamental settings for this process.  
 Within archaeology, more or less opposing points of view exist: some 
scholars propose to remove focus from humans and direct it more to things, they 
try to break free from human-centered approaches, as they feel that materiality 
should be studied in its own right if we want to understand it (Hodder 2011; 
Hollenback and Schiffer 2010); others plead for a focus on the human behind the 
object rather than on the object itself, as they feel that it is the human behind the 
materials who is important rather than the object itself (see for example Buchli 
2010). The human-centered approach is essential, since, after all, archaeology is 
the study of ancient human culture and all we do is try to understand the humans 
that made and used the objects we find. The objects have no meaning of and by 
themselves but the meanings they have acquired during their lifetime through 
their interaction with humans. However, the material-centered approach is 
undeniably valuable as well. Things are all that we find in archaeology and it is 
important to understand them in their context. They play an important part in 
human life, as they shape and are shaped by people. We would thus be missing 
out on important aspects of the cultures we study if we didn’t pay close attention 
to the objects furnishing those cultures. Throughout this chapter, however, one of 
the most important points has been that things and humans are inter-dependent 
and utterly entangled. Therefore, we cannot study one without studying the other, 
because they co-constitute each other. So centering on either things or humans 
seems illogical, since the two are intertwined. In order to understand things and 
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humans in their entanglement, the two need to be studied together, and can’t be 
seen as separated.  
 
 
  2.2.2 Object agency 
 
Having dealt with the way people and objects interact and depend on each other I 
will now touch upon the way people generally deal with objects, the way we see 
them.  
It can be argued that a person can shape an object as much as the object 
shapes the person, and the object and the human can become part of a single 
human-object cyborg (Corbey and Mol 2011; Haraway 1991, 210; Santos-
Granero 2009, 3, 13). Objects can gain identity and agency, they are not merely 
instruments used by humans as a means to an end, but can be seen as active 
meaning-generating entities (Haraway 1991, 200; Santos-Granero 2009, 13; 
Viveiros de Castro 1998, 472). Objects can be considered to be actors, just as 
much as the people who use them (Corbey and Mol 2011). They can become 
endowed with properties which are generally attributed to living humans (Jones 
and Boivin 2010, 351; Santos-Granero 2009, 3; Viveiros de Castro 1998, 472). In 
the legend of Beowulf, for example, swords, and often other weapons or even 
armor have names and identities of their own. Their fame reflects on the worth of 
the warriors who bear them and comes from the warriors who have borne them 
and the feats they have accomplished (Corbey and Mol 2011). For other objects as 
well, this phenomenon can be observed. Any object could become important for 
an individual, and form an integral part of their identity (a pen for a writer, a 
sports car for a businessman, etc.). Any object could gain personhood, identity 
and importance because of its history and interactions with people (a tuxedo worn 
by Sean Connery in one of the James Bond movies can become a very valuable 
item for a collector, the cooking pot a grandmother always used can be an 
important item for a grand-child). These objects then become important because 
of the identity they gained by their interactions with people, and they can in turn 
19 
 
shape the identity of the people that use them. They may come to be considered an 
extension of the human body, which has an influence on the identities of the 
human as well as the object. The objects become just as important in what they do 
as the people who use them, and can thus become actors in the actions they 
perform.  
Rowlands (2004) presents an example from Melanesian culture, in which 
persons and things may be regarded as aspects of one another, which seems to be 
opposed to the perception we have in our western society of humans and things as 
separate entities. However, he proposes that these aspects of thinking about things 
may, to a certain extent, be true in all cultures (Rowlands 2004, 477). Although in 
western culture the perception of things and people as aspects of each other may 
be less explicit and conscious than in other cultures, the examples of sports cars, 
guns and James Bond’s tuxedo show that that perception is in fact omnipresent. 
  Thus, the interdependence of humans and things isn’t only shaped by the 
fact that people make and maintain things in the way they want them to exist, and 
that things are necessary to make human life and culture what it is, but also by the 
way they may interact and give meaning to each other. Objects can be considered 
to be the result of a process of negotiation between the material world, historical 
associations, and people who give them meaning and agency. They are not merely 
the result of either materialist concerns or mental structures but of an interaction 
between these (Martin 2005, 285). Through their entanglement with humans, 
things become an inseparable part of society.  
Furthermore, it should be noted that the distinction between humans and 
things is not universal (Jones and Boivin 2010). For some, objects can have a 
meaning of their own, while for others they only have meaning in so far as we 
give it to them. The categories of objects and agents are not always clear cut 
(Jones and Boivin 2010, 351). Especially in a society where the ability of objects 
to have agency is explicit, objects can gain a social identity, they tend to be 
endowed with personhood and are considered to be actors, thus gaining a role 
similar to that of humans. Through activity and the ability to have a social effect, 
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things can be persons (Fowler 2004, 59-60). This possibility for the personhood of 
objects can thus blur the distinction between humans and things.  
 
 
2.3 Spatial organization 
  2.3.1 Space and human behavior 
 
As mentioned, households can be seen as an important material setting in which 
humans are formed, a space crucial for understanding human life inside it. I will 
therefore now elaborate on the importance of the organization of space in human 
life and how it can affect us. 
 Rapoport (1994) argues that organized space is very complex. Many 
different factors have to be considered when studying the impact of organized 
space on our actions and ideas. I would like to note that, as Rapoport suggests, 
organized space can also refer to ‘natural’ space: from the moment people give 
meaning to the space around them, they organize it mentally, and thus, without 
even touching it, natural space can become organized (Rapoport 1994, 618). The 
complexity of organized space becomes evident when we consider that in our 
everyday life, we don’t always notice the importance of space, and its 
organization, in which we live. We go about, move and perform actions without 
really thinking about space and how it may influence what we do and think. There 
are of course circumstances in which we do notice the organization and meaning 
of space: when we enter a church we notice its organization in the shape of a cross 
and the seats oriented toward the altar; while walking in the mountains we 
constantly look around, looking not only for reference points so that we don’t get 
lost, but also at the aesthetic value of the way the space around us is laid out; 
architects and civil engineers make a living from thinking about the organization 
of space. But I would argue that most of the time, we are unaware of the space 
around us, the reasons for its organization, the ways it influences our actions and 
the ways we think. Rapoport also notes that the effects of ill-conceived planning 
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and design decisions can be devastating for groups and cultures (Rapoport 1994, 
496). This means that the organization of space does have an important impact on 
the way we do and see things, even if we don’t always notice it. Space and the 
physical or mental ways space is organized is part of daily life, entangled with 
humans and objects. Therefore, a very important aspect of space is the way people 
view it, the way they see and organize the space around them. The way space was 
organized is important to study if we want to know more about how life was 
organized in ancient societies. 
 Rapoport (1994) proposes the use of categories of different types of space 
in order to study other cultures. The problem is that, as he notes himself, the 
criteria he uses for this categorization are not universal ones. Other people may 
look in a completely different way at space than we do. Distinctions such as 
natural/human or sacred/profane, for example, may not be that important or self-
evident in all cultures. In archaeology, we want to understand the way people 
lived in the past. A very important part of this is understanding the way they 
viewed the world, their cosmovisions. In that case, categorizations of space by 
means of a very modern western notion of, for example, natural space as opposed 
to human-made space, are not entirely fit to understand past cultures. However, 
we often only have our own categorization of space to use, because we don’t have 
sufficient knowledge about the culture we study to know their views on the space 
that surrounded them. We have therefore no real choice but to begin studying a 
culture with those concepts, but always keeping in mind that that categorization 
may very well not suffice to understand past cultures.  
 
 
  2.3.2 Humans in a built environment 
 
In dealing with households, the physical house is obviously a crucial locality. 
Therefore I will here touch upon ways to view and study buildings in archaeology.  
 First of all, we have to establish once again, that traditional dichotomies, 
such as cultural vs. natural, ritual vs. secular or object vs. subject may not apply in 
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all societies. If we look at the archaeological record taking these concepts for 
granted, we will not be able to make a reliable reconstruction of the social 
practices responsible for what we find in the archaeological record. Baily and 
McFadyen (2010) argue that in order to overcome this when it comes to buildings, 
instead of seeing buildings as things that contain meaning in themselves, we 
should consider them in their relations with their surroundings, looking at them in 
their context. 
 Emphasizing the process of building might also give us interesting insights 
(Baily and McFadyen 2010, 563-569). Rather than viewing structures as 
completed artifacts, we can look at the way they were built. Excavations often 
reveal that architectures have several phases of construction and that these cannot 
always be understood in sequential terms. In that case, a building can’t be 
considered to be one clear cut built object, a single idea being translated into 
material form, and that material form then being used. Instead, there is a dynamic 
relationship between concepts, materials and humans, always evolving and 
changing. The building isn’t fixed at the start, but rather changes, and is 
transformed both physically and conceptually throughout time and with the 
shifting of needs and ideas. By understanding architecture as an ongoing practice 
rather than a completed object, we will better understand the dynamic ways in 
which buildings are built and evolve (Baily and McFadyen 2010, 563-569). 
 This means that the clear distinction we often make between phases 
(construction, use, abandonment) is not always valid. As we have seen, final 
forms may not have been envisioned from the start, as construction and alteration 
often continue throughout the occupation of the building. The distinction between 
the building phase and the occupation phase thus becomes blurred. Functions and 
meanings ascribed to a particular structure may well have changed throughout its 
history, even after it wasn’t physically used anymore (Baily and McFadyen 2010, 
576-579).  
 Buildings can also be seen as interventions in the landscape. The act of 
building a structure and removing materials elsewhere in order to create it, 
changes the landscape (Baily and McFadyen 2010, 569-575). It can be argued 
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that, being one of the most influential elements of human existence, the alteration 
of the ground and landscape implies an alteration of one’s own identity and 
perception of that landscape (Baily and McFadyen 2010, 569-575). Building a 
house can transform the landscape and people’s perception of it. A house can 
make a landscape domestic, the place where people live (Viveiros de Castro, 474-
475). In many cultures, the house or village is, understandably, considered to be 
the centre of the world in which people live and evolve (Trigger 2003, 471; 
Viveiros de Castro, 474-475). The building of such a structure can thus have a 
huge impact on the way the environment is conceived, as it becomes the centre of 
people’s lives.  
 As we have seen, space does not only influence our actions, it can have 
huge implications as well for the way we view the world. People live in a 
perceived world, a cosmos that is true for them. This worldview is intertwined 
with the way people live and is not something that can be separated from daily 
life, and thus from material culture. This means that cosmovision can be 
intertwined with the way people build structures. The way we view the world 
influences the way we build and organize our houses, even if it is not always in 
such explicit ways. In modern Western society for example, the fact that in most 
of them there are clear separations between more or less private rooms does say 
something about our view on the world. In some societies, houses can also be a 
direct representations or metaphor of the world, being built as a microcosm of 
how the world is perceived (Lewis-Williams and Pearce 2005, 88-94). The 
organization of the household space can thus give us insights into notions of 
privacy, interpersonal relations between the people living within it, and 
worldviews. Keeping this connection between cosmovision and households in 
mind, we may be able to come to interesting insights in archaeological research on 
households.  
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Chapter 3 
Methods  
 
3.1 Methods 
 
Throughout this thesis, an outline of the data recovered on Formative households 
as well as their interpretation will be presented in order to make a comparative 
analysis of Formative Mesoamerican households. Five case studies were chosen 
for this purpose so as to represent an overview of Mesoamerica in Formative 
times. Of course, this is not a complete overview, as the extent of this research did 
not allow for that. Therefore, choices had to be made as to the selection of 
archaeological sites. As already mentioned, much focus in Mesoamerican 
archaeology is placed on monumental and ceremonial contexts, and there are 
therefore not many data available on households for most of the Formative sites. 
The sites dealt with in this thesis were therefore chosen because of the relatively 
extensive research done on them with regards to residential areas. Furthermore, 
the sites were chosen so as to represent an optimal spatial spread within 
Mesoamerica (fig. 1): 
- Chalcatzingo, Morelos, Mexico 
- Dzibilchaltún, Yucatán, Mexico 
- El Remolino, Veracruz, Mexico 
- Kaminaljuyú, Guatemala 
-  San José Mogote, Oaxaca, Mexico 
Thus, a more or less Mesoamerica-wide comparison of households can be made.  
A summary of the household data of all case studies can be found in the form of a 
table (see Appendix). 
Not all sites have the same occupational history (fig. 2). Some were 
occupied much earlier and/or for much longer than others. At one point, however, 
all of the sites existed at the same time during the Middle Formative (900-500 
BC). The only exceptions are the cases of El Remolino and Dzibilchaltún, which 
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were never contemporaneous, although both existed during the Middle Formative. 
Although the goal of this research is not to provide a chronological overview of 
changes in households throughout the Formative period, potential changes therein 
will be noted. The entire period of Formative occupation will be examined.  
 
 
Fig. 2: Chronology of the different case studies. Those periods for which sufficient data on 
households is available are underlined (by author) 
 
 
Each of the case studies was studied on the basis of published literature. 
For each case study, a general introduction with regard to the physical, cultural, 
and historical setting will be given. The available data is summarized and 
presented throughout the different chapters of this thesis. The data gathered will 
be analyzed, and further interpreted. Regional comparisons will thus be made, 
although these remain tentative, since a number of five sites may not be 
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statistically relevant and entirely representative of the whole of Formative 
Mesoamerica. We will begin to construct an image of what it meant and involved 
to live in a Formative Mesoamerican household.  
 
 
3.2 Analysis outline 
 
In order to effectively compare the data on households in the different case studies 
under consideration, the research will be divided into themes. Firstly, in Chapter 
4: The case studies, a general introduction about each site will be given, briefly 
presenting the context, both cultural and physical, and history of the site, and the 
research that has been done on it.  
 Part II: Household remains will deal with some of the primary data that 
are found archaeologically, namely the remains of structures and artifacts 
reflecting certain activities. These data are also the reflection of some of the basic 
concerns of people: the house they live in and the activities they perform within 
the household. Chapter 5: Materiality of the house will develop on the material 
aspects of Formative houses. This includes construction materials, technical 
characteristic that are important in construction, reasons for the use of different 
construction materials, and the consequences for the life span of a structure, as 
well as more symbolical implications having to do with identity and worldview. 
In Chapter 6: Basic activities, the basic activities that were performed in each of 
the households will be listed. These are only the activities that were performed at 
all or most households in each of the sites. Other activities that were less common 
will be treated later on. 
 Part II: Household and worldview will deal with the ways the household 
was expressed and experienced. Chapter 7: Social relationships will deal with the 
way households were arranged. This includes the general layout of household 
groups and what this can tell us about the composition of the household members. 
What can be said about the notions of territory, privacy, and gender roles and 
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relations will be discussed here as well. It is often considered that death, in 
ethnographic and archaeological societies, is not seen as the removal of an 
individual from society, but rather as a change in social identity; the dead are 
much more a part of daily life, physically and mentally, than we are used to in 
Western society (Fabian 2006, 58; Fowler 2004, 79-100; Insoll 2007, 69-72; 
Marcus 1998, 15-30). There are reasons to argue that such a phenomenon can be 
found at the Formative Mesoamerican sites studied in this thesis as well. In order 
to study the role of ancestors in the households of these case studies, special 
attention will here be given to burials and anthropomorphic figurines, as well as 
the possibility of other ancestral rituals, in Chapter 8: The role of ancestors. 
Chapter 9: Worldview expressions will consider some of the other ways in which 
worldview was expressed within the household. This includes a discussion about 
the decorations and imagery that are found in household contexts and a 
consideration of important orientations of structures and burials.  
 Part IV: Households in the community will examine some of the exterior 
relationships households had, their place and role within the wider community. 
Some households are attributable to a certain elite. These will be discussed in 
Chapter 10: Elite households. After defining the notions of elite and common, an 
overview of how elite contexts can be identified at each of the sites will be given. 
The role of the elite within the larger society will be discussed on the basis of their 
distribution and specialized activities. Furthermore, not all materials necessary for 
life in a settlement were readily available everywhere in Mesoamerica. For some 
materials, such as greenstone and obsidian, only a few sources are known, and 
these were therefore sometimes transported over great distances. This is evidence 
of the existence of a great exchange network stretching throughout Mesoamerica. 
Exchanges must have been going on at different intra- and inter-settlement levels. 
In Chapter 11: Specialization and market systems, the repercussions the existence 
of trade networks may have had at the household level will be examined.  
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3.3 Sampling and interpretative biases 
 
An obvious issue which arises when doing comparative research on different 
archaeological sites is that all sites were excavated by different teams, and the 
data interpreted and published by different scholars. It is a widely accepted fact 
within the scientific community that we are all influenced by our theoretical and 
personal backgrounds when doing research (Insoll 2007; Trigger 2006, 1-4). 
Thus, the first obvious problem is that scholars who have published about the 
different case studies used here may have interpreted similar data in different 
ways. In order to deal with this, I have tried to go back to the data, looking, when 
possible, at exactly what was found before considering the validity of the 
interpretations given by the scholars. It will also, in each case, be indicated by 
what factors the different interpretations are substantiated or, when this is the 
case, that substantial evidence for a particular interpretation is missing.  
 An issue that may be more difficult to deal with, is that because of 
different theoretical backgrounds, different scholars will have different 
expectations of what is to be found at a site, and which aspects are important to be 
researched. Thus, different research, excavation, survey, and data registration 
techniques may be chosen by the researchers in order to investigate different sites, 
resulting in a difference in the kind of data that are available. For example, in 
Chalcatzingo, research was focused on the interior of house structures (Prindiville 
and Grove 1987, 72), meaning that exterior features such as storage pits or 
secondary structures may have been missed. In Dzibilchaltún, on the other hand, 
the focus was much more on the distributional patterns of the site as a whole 
(Ringle and Andrews V 1988), while distributional patterns of artifacts and their 
associated activities were given less attention. At El Remolino, there is a much 
greater focus on details and debris patterning (Wendt 2005a) than at the larger 
sites. Therefore, their sampling strategies were different, and the resulting data 
that are published differ. The fact that the different sites were researched by 
scholars with distinct interests and goals means that different kinds of data are 
sometimes available for each of sites. 
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 Furthermore, sampling strategies are influenced by preservation 
conditions, sedimentation rates at the site, and other geographical factors. At 
Chalcatzingo (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 66) and Dzibilchaltún (Ringle and 
Andrews V 1988, 173) for example, very little sedimentation has taken place, 
meaning that ancient living surfaces correspond almost to the modern surface, 
making excavation relatively easy, but also meaning that archaeological remains 
are usually very disturbed, potentially erasing part of the distribution patterns. At 
the sites of Kaminaljuyú (Fitting 1979) and El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 167), on 
the other hand, sedimentation has buried the archaeological sites beneath meters 
of soil, making it difficult to expose large horizontal areas. Both these sites were 
also affected by massive destruction: Kaminaljuyú by the expansion of Guatemala 
City, El Remolino by a modern river cutting through the site, thus erasing large 
amounts of data. Furthermore, acidic soils and varying water levels at El 
Remolino have greatly damage many of the artifacts (Wendt 2005a, 169-170). 
Conditions at San José Mogote were appropriate both for the good conservation of 
the site and the exposure of large horizontal areas by the excavators.  
Soil, climate, and erosion greatly influence the amount and nature of 
remains that can be found at archaeological sites. None of the sites had the 
conditions necessary for the preservation of organic materials, meaning that a 
large part of the remains left by people when households were abandoned have 
probably disappeared. The preservation conditions of food remains, bone, and 
earth and wood construction materials vary between the sites, providing unequal 
data about these subjects at the different sites.  
It should also be considered that only a certain type of data is retrieved 
archaeologically, namely only that which was left in a household area at the time 
of its abandonment. This includes artifacts intentionally left in place, such as 
ceremonial caches, objects which were not needed anymore, objects which were 
impractical to move, trash, as well as small debris which became incrusted in 
floors by trampling and could not be removed by sweeping, and features such 
architectural elements, pits, and hearths. A lot of information can still be retrieved 
from such data on the functioning of the household, but it should be taken into 
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account as well that a lot of information both on activities, structures, and time 
depth has been lost.  
 Another sampling bias is linked to the focus of much of Mesoamerican 
archaeology on monumental architecture. Monumental architecture leaves 
relatively easily recognizable traces in the landscape, and it is therefore not 
surprising that it is those sites which possess such features that are most often 
found and examined by archaeologists. Because systematic archaeological 
investigation at construction sites is not present in the region, sites lacking 
monumental architecture are often either not found, or identified by survey but 
rarely investigated. The problem this poses is that a certain type of site, namely 
the large, important ceremonial site, is overrepresented in Mesoamerican 
archaeology. It is possible that, since these sites seem to have had a special 
function, only a certain kind of people, with a certain social status, lived there. 
This is not to say that there was no social differentiation within these sites, but 
still, people may have lived in a different way from people in smaller, less 
important hamlets. In order to take into account the way people in these smaller 
centers may have lived, one of the case studies used in this research is one of the 
rare instances of centers without monumental architecture that we know of: El 
Remolino, which was found only because it became exposed on the bank of a 
river eroding the site, and was chosen for this reason over other, larger sites in the 
same region on which we have more data with regards to households.  
It is clear that there are many factors, having to do with the scholars 
researching the archaeological sites, as well as with the condition which each site 
is in, and how visible it is in the landscape, that have important bearings on what 
is actually recovered. This means that for some sites, data are available of which 
there are no equivalents at other sites. Thus, the presence of elements in one or 
some of the case studies but not in others could be the result of a sampling bias, 
rather than of actual absence. Therefore, whenever it is suspected that elements 
which are absent from the data may have been present originally but were simply 
missed, this will be indicated. 
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Chapter 4 
The case studies 
 
4.1 Chalcatzingo 
 
 
Fig. 3: Map showing the location of Chalcatzingo and the Amatzinac valley (after Grove et al. 
1987, 8) 
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The archaeological site of Chalcatzingo, Morelos, Mexico, is located near the 
village of Chalcatzingo in the valley of the Rio Amatzinac (Grove 2008, 1; Grove 
et al. 1987, 6-9) (fig. 3). The valley is delimited by the foothills of the volcano 
Popocatepetl in the north, by hills in the east and south, and by a sparsely 
populated plain to the west (Grove et al. 1987, 8-9). It is a flat valley, cut through 
by 20 to 30m deep barrancas, cut out by water streams, and three large 
granodiorite rock masses stand in the center of the valley, rising more than 300m 
above the valley floor. The site lies at the side of one such a rock mass: two 
conjoined granodiorite hills (the twin hills Cerro Delgado and Cerro 
Chalcatzingo) that emerge suddenly out of the flat valley (Grove 2008, 1; Grove 
et al. 1987, 6-9) (fig. 4).  
 
 
Fig. 4: Location of the archaeological site of Chalcatzingo next to the twin hills (photograph by 
Dieuwertje van Boekel) 
 
 
The valley is relatively dry, and there is only little easily accessible water 
available. However, due to its fertile volcanic soils, it has a great agricultural 
productivity (Grove et al. 1987, 8-9). The region lies in a temperate zone that is 
located within a transitional region between colder uplands to the north, and hotter 
and dryer mountains to the south (Grove et al. 1987, 9). The northern part of the 
valley is more fertile, and therefore home to most of the settlements in the region 
throughout the valley’s history, while the drier southern part was always more 
sparsely occupied (Grove 1984, 40-47). 
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 Chalcatzingo is generally considered to be part of the Olmec influence 
sphere, having important ties with, and bearing similarities to the Olmec 
heartland, which is especially visible in monumental and ceremonial contexts 
(Grove 1984; Grove 1987c, 435-436). At the same time, ceramic styles as well as 
the regions of origin of many materials at Chalcatzingo show that the site was 
integrated, although marginal, into the Tlatilco cultural and interaction sphere to 
the north (Grove 1987c, 434; Grove et al. 1976, 1208). Laying on the edge 
between what is usually indicated as the Olmec influence zone and the central 
Mexican highlands, Chalcatzingo occupied a unique position the in material and 
cultural exchanges between regions and cultures (Cyphers 1986, 300; Grove 1984, 
163; Grove et al. 1976, 1209; Magni 2003, 64). 
The main settlement of Chalcatzingo covered about 40 ha (Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 79). Grove (1984, 69) determined that the site was a dispersed 
settlement with large fields between the houses (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 79). 
It is estimated that there were about 20 houses at any time in the main site area 
during its largest extent (Grove 1984, 76). 
The settlement of Chalcatzingo was in use from the Formative period until 
the Spanish conquest, from 1500 BC-AD 1521 (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 14; 
Grove 2008, 1-3). During the late Early Formative Amate phase (1500-1100 BC), 
Chalcatzingo had at least two stone-faced platform mounds (Cyphers and Grove 
1987, 56-57; Grove 2008, 3). This seems to be a unique feature for the central 
Mexican highlands at that time (Grove 2008, 3). The community covered limited 
areas of unmodified hillside, and seems to have been a small hamlet (Grove 1984, 
40). At the start of the early Middle Formative Barranca phase (1100-700 BC), the 
natural hillside of Chalcatzingo was used to build a series of long terraces in order 
to maximize the amount of rainwater retained in the fields (incidentally destroying 
most of the residential evidence from the previous Amate phase) (Cyphers and 
Grove 1987, 56, 59; Grove 1984, 44; Grove 2008, 3). These terraces were used 
for both farming and habitation (Grove 1984, 45). Population in Chalcatzingo and 
in the rest of the valley increased during this period (Grove 1984, 46). During the 
late Middle Formative Cantera phase (700-500 BC), Chalcatzingo was a dispersed 
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village with one large domestic structure on each terrace (Cyphers and Grove 
1987, 59-60; Grove 2008, 3). During this phase, many stone carvings were made, 
for which the site is now most famous (Grove 1984, 46). The settlement grew to 
its largest extent, and became part of an extensive exchange network that 
encompassed most of what is now Mexico (Grove 2008, 3). At this time, 
Chalcatzingo was unrivaled in terms of size and monumental architecture and art 
throughout the Mexican highlands (Grove 1984, 47). During the Postclassic 
period (AD 950-1521), the monumental structures forming the central plaza and 
the ball court were constructed (Grove et al. 1987, 13). Of the period between the 
Cantera phase and the Postclassic period not much is known (Grove et al. 1987, 
13). These divisions into occupation phases are determined by the seriation of the 
ceramics found at the site, as well as significant developments in monumental, 
public, and residential architecture (Grove 1984, 40-47). 
The site has been researched in several phases since Eulalia Guzmán 
visited and recorded its stone reliefs for the first time in 1934 (Córdova Tello et 
al. 2011, 14; Grove 2008, 1-3; Magni 2003, 64). Román Piña Chan excavated a 
number of test pits in 1953 in order to determine occupation phases (Grove 2008, 
3). The first extensive research of the site took place from 1972 until 1974 and 
again briefly in 1976, when Jorge Angulo, Rául Arana, and David Grove set up 
the Chalcatzingo Archaeological Project in order to determine the nature of the 
former occupation of the site (Grove 2008, 3; Magni 2003, 64). The primary goal 
of this project was to locate and excavate houses in order to understand the ways 
in which the people of Chalcatzingo had lived their daily lives (Grove 2008, 3). 
The Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia project in Chalcatzingo started 
in 2004, covering aspects like archaeological research, conservation of the site’s 
features, and diffusion and protection of cultural heritage (archaeological, 
anthropological, and natural) (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 5).  
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4.2 Dzibilchaltún 
 
The research carried out at the Dzibilchaltún archaeological group included the 
investigation of several Formative groupings of architecture centered around the 
principal Dzibilchatun grouping: the Xculul group (about 1 km west from 
Dzibilchaltún’s central plaza), the Mirador group (7 km south-west), and the 
Komchén group (6 km northwest) (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 16). The 
Mirador group covered about ½ km2 with a high concentration of structures 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 21). More than 30 platforms were mapped for 
this group, centered around a small plaza (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 21). 
The Xculul group was most clearly connected to the central Dzibilchaltún group 
by a continuous dense distribution of mounds (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 
58). The core of the group consisted of about 20 low, large platforms, but the site 
was badly damaged by the modern looting of stones (Andrews IV and Andrews V 
1980, 58). The Komchén group is estimated to have stretched over 2.4 km2 
(Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 173). Within the sample, 505 structures were 
uncovered, which allowed for an estimated total of a 1000 structures over the 
entire group, with an average density of 5 structures per hectare, the center being 
more densely occupied than the peripheries (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 173-
174). The core of the site consisted of a rectangular plaza of about 80 by 150 m, 
open on the south, bordered by large ceremonial or public structures (Andrews V 
and Ringle 1992, 8; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 175).  
While these groups can be considered to be distinct settlements with their 
own ceremonial center, structures present regularly between these groupings make 
it difficult to delineate any one of these sites (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 
16). They may have functioned as separate barrios or wards of one single, large 
settlement (Kurjack 1974, 73). We will here look at the entire corpus of data 
collected on Formative households during the Dzibilchaltún project, as the data 
complement each other well. Although I will sometimes refer to the different 
groups separately, it should be understood that they form part of a larger 
settlement system. 
36 
 
The Dzibilchaltún group lies in northwestern Yucatan, Mexico (fig. 5). It 
is situated 22 km south of the present day coast-line, but the Formative coast-line 
seems to have been even closer (Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 5; Ringle and 
Andrews V 1988, 172). The region is very dry, and is estimated to receive only 
just enough rainfall for dry farming, but the relatively high ground water level (3-
3.5m below the surface) provides regular access to drinking water through wells 
and natural cenotes (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 173; Sharer and Traxler 2006, 
275). Despite its difficult agricultural conditions, it is the largest known Formative 
site in northern Yucatan (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 173).  
 
 
Fig. 5: Map showing the location of Dzibilchaltún in the Maya area (Kurjack 1974, 32) 
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The site thrived between 700 BC and AD 250, and was only minimally 
occupied in later periods (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 172). Most structures of 
the site were dated to the Middle Formative Nabanche phase (700-450 BC), when 
the ceremonial centers consisted only of a few small structures (Ringle 1999, 206; 
Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 176). During the initial Late Formative Ek phase 
(450-150 BC), the site grew in size and population and the ceremonial centers 
developed to their largest extent (Ringle 1999, 206; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 
176). During the terminal Late Formative Xculul phase (150 BC-AD 250), the site 
continued to grow in size and population (Ringle 1999, 206; Ringle and Andrews 
V 1988, 176). During the Early Classic Piim phase (AD 250-600), Dzibilchaltún 
was massively depopulated, as were many of its neighbors, and no occupation 
from that period was retrieved (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 176). Only during 
the Late Classic Copo phase (AD 600-1000) was Dzibilchaltún occupied again, as 
some of the mounds at the site were reused (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 176). 
From the subsequent Postclassic period only very minimal traces of occupation 
have been found in the peripheral architectural groups, although the central 
Dzibilchaltún group was continuously occupied up to the present day (Andrews 
IV and Andrews V 1980, 4; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 176).  
The entire site was first briefly surveyed and described during the early 
1940’s by George Brainerd and Wyllys Andrews IV (Andrews IV 1962, 149; 
Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 4-5). After that, more extensive surveys and 
excavations were conducted by Andrews IV from 1956 until 1971 (Andrews IV 
1962, 149-150; Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 5-10; Kurjack 1974, 33). The 
area around Dzibilchaltún was more extensively surveyed and excavated during 
the Dzibilchaltún project in the 1970’s (Anderson 2005, 13). In 1980, a more 
extensive excavation of the Komchén group was conducted by Wyllys Andrews V 
(Anderson 2005, 14; Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 7; Ringle and Andrews V 
1988, 172). From 2000 to 2003, the entire northwest corner of the Yucatán 
Peninsula was thoroughly surveyed during the Proyecto Costa Maya, during 
which additional data on settlement patterns of the region were recovered 
(Anderson 2005, 13). 
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4.3 El Remolino 
 
The site of El Remolino consists of a relatively small settlement within the Olmec 
cultural zone (Wendt 2005a, 163). It is not one of the well-known large Olmec 
regional centers with monumental art and structures, but rather a small peripheral 
site, probably to some extent subordinate to the better known elite center of San 
Lorenzo 5 km to the southwest (Wendt 2005a, 163; Wendt 2005b, 454).  
 El Remolino is situated within the San Lorenzo region (Wendt 2005a, 
165). This region constitutes the northern part of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and 
lies in the drainage basin of the Rio Coatzacoalcos (fig. 6) (Cyphers 1996, 61; 
Wendt 2005a, 165). This is a lowland tropical region with a long wet and a short 
dry season (Coe and Diehl 1980, 19; Wendt 2005a, 165). The landscape, a low, 
broad (60 km wide) plain, is defined mostly by meandering rivers, swamps, 
estuaries, lakes, floodplains, and river levees, with the Tuxla volcanic mountain 
chains visible 60 km to the northwest (Coe and Diehl 1980, 19; Cyphers 1996, 61-
62; Stirling 1955, 5; Wendt 2005a, 165). Uplands were areas that always 
remained above the flood-line, and were therefore important areas for settlement 
and cultivation (Wendt 2005a, 165). Island-like mounds on overflow floodplains 
were used to exploit seasonal resources (Wendt 2005a, 165). River levees were 
also frequently used for settlement, as they rarely flooded, were very fertile, and 
were located close to important aquatic resources (Wendt 2005a, 165). Due to the 
meandering nature of the river systems, as well as regional tectonics, the terrain of 
the flood plains changes continually, with many ancient and recent oxbow lakes 
and meanders (Cyphers 1996, 61-62). 
Some of the most important factors for site location were elevated ground, 
the availability of fertile lands and aquatic resources, and the control of 
communication routes such as rivers and roads (Wendt 2005a, 166). This meant 
that settlement systems were mostly organized around rivers and that settlements 
had hierarchical relations to one another (Wendt 2005a, 166). El Remolino was a 
secondary center of 130 ha (Wendt 2005a, 167; Wendt 2005b, 454; Wendt 2010, 
108). It was located between the ancient Tatagapa and El Gato-San Antonio rivers 
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(Wendt 2005a, 167; Wendt 2005b, 454). It therefore seems to have been an 
important point of control for the regional flow of goods and communication to 
and from San Lorenzo itself (Wendt 2005a, 167; Wendt 2005b, 454). 
 
 
Fig. 6: Map showing the location of El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 164) 
 
 
The site is now run through from south to north by the Rio Chiquito 
(Wendt 2005a, 167; Wendt 2010, 108). Remains of it are found both on the 
eastern and western side of the modern river, formed some time after the 
abandonment of the site (fig.7) (Wendt 2005a, 167; Wendt 2005b, 454). It seems 
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that a major part of the site has been eroded and washed away by the modern river 
(Wendt 2005a, 167).  
 
 
Fig. 7: Map of the El Remolino archaeological site (Wendt 2005a, 166) 
 
 
The edges of the 130 ha site were represented by a downward slope 
(Wendt 2005b, 459). The entire residential zone of El Remolino thus seems to 
have lain on the river levee, in an area that wasn’t prone to flooding (Coe and 
Diehl 1980, 48; Wendt 2005a, 165). Due to the erosion of the site by the Rio 
Chiquito (Wendt 2005a, 167), however, it is not known how big a portion of this 
level was covered by residences, and whether a portion of it was used for 
agriculture or horticulture. 
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 Two stone columns were found during the excavations of the 1940’s on 
the westerns bank of El Remolino (Cyphers 1996, 62; Wendt 2010, 108). These 
might be an indication of some sort of ceremonial center of the site, but the 
relationship of the residential areas with this hypothetical center have become 
unclear due to the heavy erosion of the site.  
The Early Formative San Lorenzo phase (1200-800 BC), was the period in 
which the site of San Lorenzo was at its apogee and exerted a strong political 
control over the region (Wendt 2005a, 165). This is also the period during which 
El Remolino was primarily occupied (Wendt 2005a, 169). Traces of habitation 
from the terminal Classic Villa Alta phase (around A.D. 900) were also recovered 
in the western portion of the site (Coe and Diehl 1980, 23, 48). No traces periods 
outside of these occupation phases were found (Wendt 2005a, 169). 
The site of El Remolino is now situated on the riverbanks of the Rio 
Chiquito, and, since it was buried under two meters of river deposits, became 
visible as an archaeological site only when cultural layers were exposed in the 
riverbank (Wendt 2005a, 167). The western part was first briefly excavated during 
the 1940’s by Matthew Stirling and Philip Drucker (Coe and Diehl 1980, 36-37; 
Stirling 1955; Wendt 2005a, 167).  Michael Coe and Richard Diehl excavated 
again in the western area of the site between 1966 and 1968, revealing hearths, 
middens, pottery, and faunal remains (Coe and Diehl 1980, 47-50; Wendt 2005a, 
167). In 1993, Ann Cyphers excavated briefly in the eastern part of the site 
(Wendt 2005a, 167). A testing program in 1999 confirmed that this side of the 
river also contained remains of habitation (Wendt 2005a, 167). In 2000, Carl 
Wendt undertook excavations of the site during the Proyecto Arqueológico El 
Bajío, in order to test, map, and excavate more of the 1.5 ha of the eastern area 
(Wendt 2005a, 167; Wendt 2005b, 454). The goal of this project was to extend 
our knowledge of the Olmec cultural and political system beyond the scope of 
regional, elite, and ceremonial sites, and included auger testing, test pitting, and 
major horizontal excavations (Wendt 2005a, 163). The focus of this research was 
above all on household and community level data in order to study how people 
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from the more modest communities in the San Lorenzo Olmec sociopolitical 
hierarchy lived (Wendt 2005a, 163).  
 
 
4.4 Kaminaljuyú 
 
 
Fig. 8: Map showing the location of Kaminaljuyú (Michels 1979c, 4) 
43 
 
The archaeological site of Kaminaljuyú is often considered to be one of the most 
important sites for the rise of civilization of the Classic Maya (Sanders et al. 1974, 
97; Valdés 1997, 80; Valdés and Kaplan 2000, 329). It is situated directly to the 
west of what is nowadays Guatemala City (fig. 8) (Kidder 1961, 559). It lies on 
the western edge of the broad Guatemala Valley which is surrounded by volcanic 
mountain chains (Kidder 1961, 559). The valley floor is more or less flat, but with 
some natural hills and rises (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 125). The volcanic ash 
deposits of the valley floor are run through by numerous streams cutting deep 
crevasses in the landscape (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 125; Kidder 1961, 559). The 
site lies 80 km away from the Pacific Ocean (Kidder 1961, 559). The altitude of 
some 1500 m above sea level ensures a temperate climate (Kidder 1961, 559). 
The rainy season and abundance of streams provide for readily available water 
and fertile soils (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 125; Kidder 1961, 559).  
 The Valley of Guatemala constitutes the only major pass in the mountain 
chain between the Pacific Ocean and the Motagua Valley which descends to the 
Caribbean Sea (Michels 1979c, 39). As such, it is an important cultural zone, 
playing a key role in the connections between the coastal plains (Michels 1979c, 
39). It may therefore not be surprising that intensive occupation of the valley took 
place for long periods of time. Extensive surveys showed that throughout its 
history of settlement, the entire Valley of Guatemala was inhabited, with sites 
found widely distributed in all of the different ecological and geological zones of 
the valley (Sanders et al. 1974, 98). The entire array of resources that was present 
in the valley was thus extensively exploited (Sanders et al. 1974, 98). 
Because of its location right next to the rapidly expanding Guatemala City, 
the structures of Kaminaljuyú are rapidly disappearing, and large portions of the 
site have already been destroyed (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 126; Michels 1979c, 
3). Over half of the 200 earthen mounds have been destroyed, and over two thirds 
of the site is covered by modern residences (Sanders et al. 1974, 97), while 
planned and unplanned construction continues to erase ever more of the 
archaeological record (Valdés and Kaplan 2000, 329). Some parts of the site, 
however, have been protected as archaeological parks or green zones inside the 
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city (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 126). Much of what is known of the site is the 
result of archaeological rescue operations (Michels 1979c, 3).  
Kaminaljuyú, when it was first settled, was centered on the northwestern 
shore of a lake (Michels 1979b, 290-293; Michels 1979c, 135). During the Late 
Formative phase, however, the lake began to shrink and eventually disappeared 
altogether (Michels 1979b, 292). The initial northwestern shore continued to 
reflect an important residential focus at the site, and a new residential 
concentration appeared at the former southeastern shore of the lake, and later one 
to the west and northwest (Michels 1979b, 292). At its largest extent, it covered 
about 8-10 km2 (Anderson and Hirth 2009, 165; Michels 1979c, 70). 
Kaminaljuyú was first settled around 2500 BC (Michels 1979b, 290). 
During the Early Formative Arevalo phase (2500-1000 BC), the settlement 
consisted of a small, nucleated village on the lakeshore (Michels 1979b, 290; 
Wetherington 1978b, 121). During the Middle Formative Las Charcas phase 
(1000-500 BC) Kaminaljuyú grew to a large nucleated village several times 
bigger than before, and social stratification became visible in the various 
households (Michels 1979b, 292; Wetherington 1978b, 123). During the Late 
Formative Providencia phase (500-200 BC) the first monumental architecture in 
the form of mound complexes appeared while at the same time the lake 
disappeared, as the settlement continued to grow and became an important 
regional center, by far the largest in the valley (Kidder 1961, 559; Michels 1979b, 
292; Wetherington 1978b, 125). During the Early Terminal Formative Verbena 
phase (200-1 BC), mound complexes developed, the largest mounds were 
constructed, and the settlement continued its growth (Michels 1979b, 292; 
Wetherington 1978b, 129). During the Late Terminal Formative Arenal phase 
(AD 1-200), mound complexes multiplied while the site still grew (Michels 
1979b, 296; Wetherington 1978b, 129). The Early Classic Aurora phase (AD 200-
400) continued to see an increase in size of the settlement, though some mound 
complexes were abandoned (Michels 1979b, 296; Wetherington 1978b, 132). 
During the Middle Classic Amatle I and Esperanza phases (AD 400-600), the 
population of Kaminaljuyú declined for the first time in its history, all ceremonial 
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mound complexes were abandoned and nine new ones were constructed with clear 
influences from the Teotihuacan region (Michels 1979b, 296; Wetherington 
1978b,133). During the Early Late Classic Amatle II phase (AD 600-800) the 
settlement reached its maximum extent (Michels 1979b, 296; Wetherington 
1978b, 135). In the Late Late Classic Pamplona phase (AD 800-1000), the site 
declined drastically, especially in its initial center, and the ceremonial mound 
complexes were abandoned (Michels 1979b, 301; Wetherington 1978b, 135). 
During the Postclassic phases (AD 1000-1500) the settlement continued to 
decline, but was never entirely abandoned and continued to exist as a dispersed 
settlement (Michels 1979b, 301). 
While Kaminaljuyú as an archaeological site had been known to us for 
quite some time, no excavations were conducted prior to 1925, when the time 
depth of the occupation of the area was first recognized during a small scale 
investigation (Anderson and Hirth 2009, 164; Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 126; 
Kidder 1961, 561). The site was first explored more broadly during the 1930’s 
and 40’s by the Carnegie Institution of Washington with a focus on the mounds 
and chronology (Anderson and Hirth 2009, 164; Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 126-
127; Kidder 1961, 561; Kidder et al. 1946, 1; Michels 1979c, 6). From 1968 until 
1971, more extensive surveys and excavations of the site were carried out during 
the Pennsylvania State University Kaminaljuyú Project under the direction of 
Joseph Michels and William Sanders (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 127; Michels 
1979a, vii; Michels 1979c, 3; Sanders et al. 1974, 97). A survey of a large portion 
of the valley was also conducted during this project in order to determine 
settlement patterns (Anderson and Hirth 2009, 164; Sanders et al. 1974, 97). 
Throughout the history of exploration of the site, small portions of the site were 
excavated by the Guatemalan Instituto de Antropología e Historia during rescue 
operations due to the expansion of Guatemala City (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 
123; Michels 1979c, 8-9; Valdés 1997; Valdés and Poponoe de Hatch 1995). 
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4.5 San José Mogote 
 
 
Fig. 9: Map showing the location of San José Mogote (Whalen 1988, 251) 
 
 
San José Mogote lies in the southern highlands of Mexico in the region that is 
nowadays Oaxaca. It was one of the biggest and most important settlements 
during the Early and Middle Formative period in the Oaxaca Valley. Between 
1500 and 500 BC, this important regional centre flourished in the North-Eastern 
arm of the Oaxaca Valley on a low mount overlooking the Río Atoyac and its 
plains (fig. 9) (Joyce 2010, 74; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 2-3; Winter 1989, 
117).  
 The valley was very fertile, permitting different types of agriculture and 
irrigation (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 17). The nearby Atoyac river provided easy 
access to water for domestic use, and the ground water is high, making agriculture 
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possible all year round (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 17; Whalen 1988, 250-252; 
Winter 2001,117).  
The site spreads over about 70 ha and was bigger than nearby villages 
from the same period. As far as we know, this was the first settlement in the 
region with a substantial public ceremonial center (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 10; 
Winter 1989, 30-31). San José Mogote probably had an important political, 
economic and ceremonial role, as well as a certain amount of control over the area 
and its settlements (Winter 1989, 30-31). The site is often considered to be the 
predecessor of the later city-state of Monte Albán (Joyce 2010, 74; Winter 1989, 
34-35). 
 During the initial Espiridión phase (1800-1500 BC),San José Mogote was 
a small, egalitarian, and autonomous village (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 6; 
Winter 2001, 117). During the Tierras Largas phase (1500-1200 BC) the 
settlement grew and became several times bigger than all other villages in the 
region (Flannery and Marcus 1990, 29; Winter 1989, 117; Winter 2001, 117-118). 
It seems that it became a regional market place as well as an important political 
and religious center (Flannery and Marcus 1990, 29). During the San José phase 
(1200-900 BC) the settlement grew to its largest extent, 70 ha (Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 10-12). At that time, San José Mogote seems to have had a lot of 
contact and exchange with the Olmec area on the Gulf Coast to the northeast 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005, 10-12; Winter 1989, 117). During this period, the 
first monumental structures were built (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 10-12; Winter 
1989, 117; Winter 2001, 117-118). During the initial Middle Formative 
Guadalupe phase (900-700 BC) surrounding settlements began to grow as well, 
and it seems that San José Mogote lost some of its influence on the region as a 
whole (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 12-14; Winter 2001, 118). It is thought that the 
site became the center of a complex chiefdom during the Rosario phase (700-500 
BC), controlling 18 to 23 villages in the immediate vicinity (Flannery and Marcus 
2005, 12-14; Winter 1989, 117-118; Winter 2001, 118). After 500 BC, with the 
rise of Monte Albán, San José Mogote was largely abandoned, but continued to 
function as a secondary ceremonial center as the building of monumental 
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structures continued (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 14; Winter 1989, 117-118; 
Winter 2001, 118). After AD 800 the site was entirely abandoned (Winter 2001, 
118).  
 The site of San José Mogote was first discovered and surveyed in the 
1950’s by Ignacio Bernal, but it was only in 1966 that more extensive research 
was done in the area during the Valley of Oaxaca Settlement Pattern Project 
(Flannery and Marcus 1990, 20-22; Winter 2001, 117-118). The site was then 
excavated during a project that ended up lasting for 15 years, and was led by Kent 
Flannery (Flannery and Marcus 1990, 20-22; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 2-5).  
 
 
4.6 Remarks on household data 
 
As already mentioned in Chapter 3: Methods, the different case studies 
considered in this thesis have different occupational histories (see fig. 2), were 
found in different states of conservation, and were subjected to different 
geological factors, influencing data recovery. Here, I will outline some remarks 
which are relevant when analyzing the data recovered from each of the sites.  
It was during the Cantera phase (1100-700 BC) that Chalcatzingo rose to 
its apogee, and this is therefore also the phase which yields the most information 
about public and residential structures (from earlier phases, only one partial house 
structure was found) (Grove 1984, 45-47). Although many Formative period 
house floors at Chalcatzingo had been destroyed by agricultural activities over the 
centuries, the excavations recovered several complete Cantera phase domestic 
structures (Córdova Tello et al. 2011; Grove 2008, 3). The discussion of 
Chalcatzingo households here will deal only with Cantera phase residences. 
Because the Cantera phase surface in Chalcatzingo lies essentially at the same 
level as the modern surface, much of the ancient settlement features are situated 
within the modern plow zone (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 66). The added effects 
of heavy erosion of the terraces and of modern plowing means that the floor 
surfaces of Cantera phase houses have all but disappeared, and most artifact 
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patterns within the house were probably destroyed (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 
66). Activities that took place within the households could still be inferred by the 
artifacts recovered in and around the houses, but any detailed distribution of 
activity areas could only be reconstructed in a few cases (Prindiville and Grove 
1987, 66). 
Because very little soil formation has occurred in the Dzibilchaltún region, 
and Classic and Postclassic habitation of the peripheral architectural groupings 
was minimal, Formative residential areas were relatively easy to study (Ringle 
and Andrews V 1988, 173). A drawback of this condition is that many structures 
were heavily looted for construction materials (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 173). 
Thus, the fact that certain features, artifacts, or activity areas were only 
occasionally found does not necessarily mean that they were not present at other 
household areas, since poor conservation and disturbances may account for this. 
Continuous occupation of the central Dzibilchaltún group until the present has 
erased or blurred all Formative traces (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980) and 
will therefore not be discussed here. I will focus on the peripheral Formative 
groups of Komchén, Mirador, and Xculul, taking into account the entire 
Formative period (700 BC-AD 250). When data are specific to a group, I will 
refer to it by name, but for general data I will simply refer to Dzibilchaltún. 
No direct evidence of walls or prepared surfaces of houses were recovered 
at El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 169-170). However, indirect evidence, like the 
patterning of midden deposits and artifact concentrations, do provide information 
about the patterning of structures and the activities performed at the site (Wendt 
2005a, 170). Not much is known about the structures of El Remolino due to poor 
conservation as a result of varying ground water levels and acidic soils (Wendt 
2005a, 169-170). Only a few house areas were discovered, partly due to the 
destruction of much of the site, partly to the 2 meters of sedimentation overlying 
the site, but additional auger testing, the amount of information gathered from 
these areas, and comparisons with other, more elite Olmec centers (notably the 
regional center of San Lorenzo) nevertheless permitted an adequate reconstruction 
of the El Remolino households (Wendt 2005a; Wendt 2005b; Wendt 2010). All 
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data on El Remolino households dates to the San Lorenzo phase (1200-800 BC) 
(Wendt 2005a, 165). 
During the excavations in the 1960’s and 70’s, a total of over 200 floors 
was recovered at the site of Kaminaljuyú (Reynolds 1979, 229). Because of 
modern settlement encroaching on the site and the deep location of the old surface 
levels, large horizontal planes could not be opened, and instead randomized test 
pits were used in combination with some more extensively excavated trenches for 
a more complete picture (Fitting 1979). Thus, while there is no complete picture, a 
representative sample of the settlement was excavated (Fitting 1979). The 
irregular presence of some features or artifact clusters within household areas may 
therefore be due to a sampling bias rather than to differential distributions. About 
half of the dated house floors belonged to either the Middle, Late or Terminal 
Formative period (between 1000 BC and AD 200) (Reynolds 1979, 229), and it is 
on these houses that we will focus here. 
In San José Mogote, residences from both the Early Formative and the 
Middle Formative (1500-500 BC) were recovered in various states of preservation 
(Flannery 1976a, 16). While the site grew considerably, major changes in 
households over this period were not observed, except for a shift of focus from 
wattle and daub together with postmolds to adobe structures (Flannery 1976a, 23-
24). We will therefore consider the entire collection evidence on households from 
this site, and consider the implications of different building materials later on.  
 These remarks are important to keep in mind when analyzing and 
comparing the case studies, as they can are informative about possible distortions 
in the data that was recovered. They will be dealt with throughout the thesis.  
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Part II 
Household remains 
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Chapter 5 
Materiality of the house 
 
5.1 What houses were made of 
 
The walls of the houses in Chalcatzingo had low stone foundations (Grove 1984, 
69). No postmolds or wall trenches were recovered (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 
67). Three walls of each house, determined by Grove (1984, 69) to be the back 
and side walls of the house because they contained no doorways, were usually 
supported by wide stone foundations: two or three stones across (50-80 cm) 
(Cyphers 1986, 301; Prindiville and Grove 1987, 67). These walls seem to have 
been made out of sun-dried mud bricks (adobe), of which a few heavily eroded 
examples were recovered (Cyphers 1986, 301; Grove 1984, 69; Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 68-69). The foundations for the front (entrance) walls and partitions 
were usually much thinner (20-40 cm), consisting of only a single row of stones 
(Cyphers 1986, 301; Grove 1984, 69; Prindiville and Grove 1987, 67). The walls 
supported by these thin foundations were probably made of wattle and daub 
(which needs less solid foundations than adobe bricks), as evidenced by chunks of 
clay found within the houses, which were smoothed on one side and which 
showed impressions of cane stalks on the other side (Grove 1984, 46, 69; 
Prindiville and Grove 1987, 69). White pigments on adobe fragments suggest that 
many of the houses had been painted white on the outside (Cyphers 1986, 102; 
Prindiville and Grove 1987, 69). The house floors at Chalcatzingo consisted 
simply of packed earth, sometimes overlaying a subfloor of small stones or gravel 
(Cyphers 1986, 302; Grove 1984, 70). Some of the floors may have been plastered 
in the same way as the walls (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 69).  
 Houses at Dzibilchaltún were built almost exclusively of perishable 
materials which weren’t preserved, making it difficult to reconstruct them in detail 
(Kurjack 1974, 49; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 178; Sharer and Traxler 2006, 
277). No postmolds and very little evidence of nonperishable structures were 
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found atop the platforms on which the houses stood (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 
186). This is probably due to the structures being built out of perishable materials 
such sun-dried adobe, but possibly also to the looting of stone construction 
materials (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 173, 186). The few walls which were 
visible consisted of a base of one or more lines of stones, sometimes up to 1 m 
high, probably surmounted by wattle and daub or adobe walls (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 27, 63, 287; Kurjack 1974, 49, 54). The walls were sometimes 
also plastered white (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 28). The floors at 
Dzibilchaltún were often plastered with lime, although they were sometimes made 
simply out of packed dirt or paved with flagstones (Andrews IV and Andrews V 
1980, 27, 59, 287). Sometimes, platform surfaces or sections of them were 
entirely plastered or covered in flagstones as well (Andrews IV and Andrews V 
1980, 26, 29).  
At El Remolino, the detrimental conservation conditions have erased all 
traces of the perishable construction materials used. It is thought, however, in 
analogy with other Olmec residential sites, that walls were constructed out of 
earth or adobe (Wendt 2005a, 167, 178). No evidence of the use of stone in 
constructions was found (Wendt 2005a, 178). In some instances, relatively small 
ceramic sherds embedded in a clayey matrix were found, which may have been 
used as foundations for walls (Wendt 2005a, 173). House floors at El Remolino 
often seem to have been covered in clay or were simply made of packed earth 
(Wendt 2005a, 172, 178; Wendt 2005b, 456). Clay surfaces of about 30 cm thick 
were sometimes created to provide an even floor surface (Wendt 2005a, 172). 
Burned clay lumps found throughout household areas at Kaminaljuyú may 
be remains of burned adobe bricks used for construction, although this has not 
been confirmed for all pieces by the presence of old surfaces (Reynolds 1979, 
233-234). Some of these had pole impressions, pointing at wattle and daub 
constructions, while others appear to be remnants of purely adobe walls (Reynolds 
1979, 252). The fragments never exhibited traces of plaster, except in a few 
occasions where they are attributable to elite structures (Reynolds 1979, 262), as 
we will see in Chapter 10: Elite households. Some post holes were also found, 
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indicating that walls were sometimes consolidated with wooden posts (Reynolds 
1979, 252). Stone was only scarcely used as a construction material (Reynolds 
1979, 243). In houses where it was used, only a few big construction stones were 
used to consolidate walls in strategic places (Reynolds 1979, 143). Living areas, 
including the house floor and the patio floor, were usually leveled by adding a 
layer of soil, a few centimeters thick, upon the original ground surface (Reynolds 
1979, 233-234). By adding water during the construction of a floor level or simply 
by stamping the floor, a surface could become as hard as concrete (Reynolds 
1979, 258). The surfaces thus obtained were well packed and analogous to 
plastered surfaces in form and function (Reynolds 1979, 257). Only in a very few 
cases were house floors covered in a kind of plaster (Reynolds 1979, 245). 
 Fired fragments of walls were retrieved at San José Mogote, showing that 
they were made out of wattle and daub (Flannery 1976a, 19; Winter 1986, 333). 
Reeds were bundled together and then covered with a layer of clay which was 
smoothed (Flannery 1976a, 19). Some fragments show that the corners of the 
houses were square (Flannery 1976a, 19). Sometimes a layer of white slip was 
added on the walls (Flannery 1976a, 19; Winter 1986, 333). In some cases, walls 
were supported by rows of cobbles or stones (Flannery 1976a, 18). Some houses, 
especially from the beginning of the Middle Formative onwards, were constructed 
out of adobe mud bricks (Flannery 1976a, 23-24). The walls of these houses had 
stone foundations (Flannery 1976a, 24). Either adobe bricks were used only as a 
basis for wattle and daub walls on top of them, or the entire walls were made out 
of adobe (Flannery 1976a, 24). Wooden posts were often used to support the roof 
and for structural stability (Flanner 1976a, 18-19; Winter 1986, 333). The houses 
were built on a floor which was slightly dug out (about 10 to 30 cm deep) in order 
to level the surface (Flannery 1976a, 16; Winter 1986, 333). The floor was then 
covered with a layer of smoothed clay, and sometimes also with a layer of fine 
sand (Flannery 1976a, 16; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 34). 
One of the most consistently recurring aspects in all of the case studies is 
thus the fact that houses were made primarily out of adobe bricks and/or wattle 
and daub.  
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Only in El Remolino and Dzibilchaltún direct evidence for this has not been 
found, but analogies with other sites and the lack of post molds form rather strong 
arguments suggesting that the houses here were made of adobe or wattle and daub 
as well, and not, for example, primarily of wood. It is usually assumed that roofs 
were made out of thatch, but this can’t be evidenced archaeologically, and it is 
also possible to construct a roof of adobe or wattle and daub when it rests on a 
wooden framework. Other aspects, such as foundations and floors vary slightly 
from site to site. 
 
 
5.2 Making adobe and wattle and daub 
 
Very little attention has been paid in the fields or archaeology and anthropology to 
construction materials such as adobe and wattle and daub, even though these 
materials have been used and are still used around the world. Mention of these 
materials in the published literature is usually restricted to very basic information 
and is lacking in any kind of detail. However, knowledge about these materials, 
how they are made and what their characteristics are, can give us interesting 
insights into what it might have meant to live in structures built out of them. 
Although not much has been published about this subject in the scientific world, 
much information can be found in the form of numerous tutorials on the internet, 
many of which provide more or less the same information, making it rather 
reliable. The following information about these materials issues therefore mostly 
from these kinds of sources. 
Adobe is used around the world as a construction material, and the way it 
is made is extremely similar everywhere. It is made out of earth that consists of 
about 60% sand and 40% clay (Austin 1984, 69). This is mixed with water and an 
organic material which functions as a temper (Austin 1984, 69). The temper 
material is needed in order to bind the earth together and prevent the bricks from 
easily crumbling once it is dried, as well as to prevent cracking during the drying 
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process (Austin 1984, 69; Bouwens 1997; Pritchett 2001). The temper in the 
archaeological remains that were found in the case studies was never mentioned in 
the publications, but usually either dried grasses or manure (of herbivores, as it 
contains many fibers) are used. Since manure would not have been available in 
large, readily accessible quantities for Formative Mesoamerican people, unless 
deer droppings were painstakingly collected, it is a reasonable assumption that 
some kind of dried grasses were usually used. The resulting mixture is then 
molded into bricks, either by hand, or by using a (wooden) frame. The bricks are 
left to dry, the duration of which depends on the climate, weather, and the size of 
the bricks (fig. 10). In the publications about each of the case studies, brick sizes 
are never mentioned. 
 
 
Fig. 10: Adobe bricks drying in the sun next to the molding frame (photograph by Jurjen Keessen) 
 
 
 In order to make wattle and daub, a wattle frame needs to be made first. 
This is achieved by weaving flexible branches or rope between upright poles (fig. 
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11) (Pritchett 2001). For Chalcatzingo and San José Mogote, it was determined 
that the poles used consisted of reed canes (for Kaminaljuyú, the nature of the 
poles was not determined) (Flannery 1976a, 19; Grove 1984, 46, 69; Prindiville 
and Grove 1987, 69). In Chalcatzingo, the impressions left in the burned 
fragments showed that these canes were tied together with rope (Grove 1984, 46, 
69; Prindiville and Grove 1987, 69), as they were at San José Mogote (fig. 12) 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005, 37). Once a frame is constructed, the exact same 
mixture of earth, water, and temper as is used for the making of adobe bricks is 
applied to it, pressed into it on both sides, and left to dry (Bouwens 1997; Pritchett 
2001).  
 
 
Fig. 11: Diagram of wattle and daub (thefreedictionary.com) 
 
 
 
Fig. 12: Burned chunks of daub showing the impressions of cane stalks and rope (Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 37) 
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 In order to make adobe and/or wattle and daub, a certain number of tools 
are needed. This includes digging tools (which may have been found in 
Chalcatzingo (Córdova Tello et al. 2010; Grove 1987a), El Remolino (Wendt 
2010, 116), Kaminaljuyú (Reynolds 1979, 263), and San José Mogote (Flannery 
and Marcus 1976, 38; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 73) in the form of stone celts 
and axes, although this interpretation has not been confirmed by use wear 
analysis), water containers (which have never been identified clearly as such, 
although many ceramics could have served), and grass cutting tools (which have 
never been clearly identified, although simple flint or obsidian tools might have 
been used, especially if they were shafted). Furthermore, if adobe bricks were 
molded in a frame, which is much more efficient than to mold them all 
individually by hand, woodworking tools would have been needed (which have 
never been clearly identified either, but possible tools include the same ones as 
hypothesized for the working of ground). For the making of a wattle frame, tools 
for cutting the upright poles would have been needed, and when rope was used, so 
would rope making tools (none of which have been identified).  
 Another factor that should be taken into consideration is that when a house 
was constructed, quite large quantities of earth needed to be mixed, especially so 
for adobe construction. This mixing would have had to happen relatively quickly 
to prevent the mixture from starting to dry before being molded into shape. By far 
the easiest way of mixing large quantities of mud quickly, is for several people to 
tread it with their feet in one large puddle, which is a technique that is still used in 
non-mechanized contexts. Thus, the preparing of mud would have been a 
collective activity, probably involving all members of the household or more 
(depending on the number of people comprising a given household). Furthermore, 
the making of adobe/wattle and daub would only have been possibly during the 
dry season, since the rain and moisture of the wet season would prevent the mud 
from drying properly. 
 The making of adobe and wattle and daub requires, as we have seen, a 
specific composition of earth. Not all soils occurring naturally contain the 
appropriate ratios of clay and sand, and sometimes either of the two ingredients 
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needs therefore to be added artificially. It then becomes an interesting question 
how much trouble people would go through in order to procure the right materials. 
Sand and clay deposits are not everywhere readily available, and it would be quite 
an effort to transport large quantities of earth (enough to build a house) even over 
a few hundred meters, especially in the absence of pack animals and wheels. It is 
possible, for example, that people primarily settled on or next to land of which the 
soil was appropriate for the making of adobe and wattle and daub, making the soil 
a very important factor in the choice of a settlement location. No data is available 
on the appropriateness of the soils for the present case studies, but a systematic 
research of this could potentially reveal interesting patterns having to do with the 
initial reasons for settlement at a specific location in Mesoamerica. 
 
 
5.3 Properties of clay construction 
 
There are a few properties of adobe and wattle and daub that need to be taken into 
consideration when using them for construction. Adobe bricks are known for 
retaining heat very well and being very insulating (Austin 1984, 69). This means 
that they require a long input of heat from the exterior of a construction before 
warming through to the interior. When the temperature drops outside, the wall 
will continue to transfer the remaining heat for a long time. The temperature 
inside the building is thus moderated throughout the day. Wattle and daub, being 
much thinner and less massive than adobe bricks, is much less insulating.  
In Chalcatzingo, it seems that the heavier adobe walls were mostly on the 
north and east side, presumably to protect from the cold rains during the wet 
season, while the more open wattle and daub walls, also containing the door, 
mostly faced west, possibly to catch breezes during the hot and dry season 
(Cyphers 1986, 301-302; Prindiville and Grove 1987, 67). This use of the thermal 
properties of adobe and wattle and daub has not been seen in the other case 
studies. This may, however, be due to the fact that such distributions of materials 
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within the house structures were not as clearly identifiable from the house 
foundations as they were in Chalcatzingo, which does not necessarily mean that 
they didn’t occur.  
Adobe is much more durable than wattle and daub (Prindiville and Grove 
1987, 75). Because adobe bricks are much more massive than wattle and daub 
panels, they are more resistant to erosion. Furthermore, the materials used for the 
wattle frame are prone to infestation by vermin, while adobe bricks suffer much 
less from this (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 75). 
Another difference between wattle and daub and adobe construction is that 
adobe is load bearing, while wattle and daub only supports its own weight 
(Bouwens 1997). This means that adobe constructions don’t need any 
reinforcements, while wattle and daub structures would need wooden posts in 
order to support the roof. In Chalcatzingo, wooden posts would not have been 
needed, and were indeed not identified archaeologically, when three out of four 
walls were load bearing (Cyphers 1986, 301; Grove 1984, 69; Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 67). In Kaminaljuyú, post molds were sometimes found, although it 
is not clear how widespread these were (Reynolds 1979, 252). In San José Mogote 
it is seen that houses made out of wattle and daub were indeed associated with 
postmolds, while adobe constructions lacked these (Flanner 1976a, 18-19, 24; 
Winter 1986, 333). In the other two case studies, postmolds were not identified, 
suggesting that the houses at Dzibilchaltún and El Remolino were primarily built 
out of adobe rather than wattle and daub. 
Since adobe walls tend to be very heavy, an adobe construction should 
have solid foundations, without which the ground underneath would begin to shift 
under the weight, and the walls would crack (Austin 1984, 69). In Chalcatzingo 
and San José Mogote, this is achieved by building the adobe walls on stone 
foundations (Flannery 1976a, 24; Grove 1984, 69). In Kaminaljuyú and 
Dzibilchaltún stone foundations were found in some occasions, but more often, 
solid foundations were simply achieved by building on compacted earth (Andrews 
IV and Andrews V 1980, 27, 63, 287; Reynolds 1979, 143). In El Remolino, it 
seems that sometimes foundations were made out of pottery sherds, while in other 
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cases the earth was simply compacted (Wendt 2005a, 173). These solid 
foundations would not have been necessary for the lighter wattle and daub walls. 
 Another consequence of building with mud materials is that houses could 
not be higher than two stories (meaning a ground floor and one upper level), 
where the upper floor is supported by a wooden framework (Bouwens 1997). 
While we do, in fact, know nothing about the height of residential structures in 
either one of the case studies, it is usually assumed that they consisted only of a 
ground level. It would, however, be interesting to consider the possibility of an 
additional level, and research into what remains this would leave archaeologically, 
so that we might test whether or not it may have existed in some cases. This 
testing would, however, not necessarily rely on the amount of construction 
materials found, since, as we will see, these were usually either recycled or 
disposed of when too deteriorated.  
 Mud constructions, wattle and daub in particular but adobe as well, are not 
resistant to important lateral forces (Bouwens 1997). This means that hammocks 
could not have been hung from the walls of the houses in our case studies. 
Hammocks could only have been attached to wooden posts, but even in the cases 
where these were present, they were usually only placed in corners. There would 
thus have been not enough posts to hang more than one or two hammocks in a 
single house. Construction with mud thus seems to imply that people living in 
each of the sites considered here must have slept on some kind of sleeping mats. 
 
 
5.4 Deterioration of materials 
 
Construction materials such as adobe and wattle and daub tend to deteriorate over 
time. One of the most detrimental factors for mud constructions is the 
undercutting of the walls at ground level due to water and moisture (Austin 1984, 
69; Bouwens 1997). During wet seasons, streams can form that damage the 
bottom adobe bricks or wattle and daub extremely quickly if they run along a 
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wall. Furthermore, because the materials are permeable, damp from the ground 
tends to rise up into the wall through capillary action, damaging and decreasing 
the structural integrity of the mud materials, eventually causing the wall to 
collapse (Bouwens 1997).  
 In Chalcatzingo and San Jose Mogote, as we have seen, adobe walls had 
stone foundations (Flannery 1976a, 24; Grove 1984, 69). Furthermore, in both 
sites, thinner rows of stones were often used as a foundation for wattle and daub 
walls (Cyphers 1986, 301; Flannery 1976a, 18; Grove 1984, 69; Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 67). In Dzibilchaltún and Kaminaljuyú stone foundations were 
sometimes used (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 27, 63, 287; Reynolds 1979, 
143), and in El Remolino walls were sometimes built upon sherd foundations 
(Wendt 2005a, 173). Raising the adobe and wattle and daub walls slightly above 
the ground surface by such non-water absorbing materials would have been an 
effective way of protecting the wall bottoms from erosion and keep the damp 
from rising into the wall (Bouwens 1997). 
 Furthermore, in Dzibilchaltún, especially from the second half of the 
initial Nabanche phase onwards, houses were usually constructed on top of 
artificially raised rubble platforms with an average height between 0.5 and 1.5 m 
(Anderson 2005, 14; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 178; Santillan 1986, 404; 
Sharer and Traxler 2006, 277), as they were sometimes at Kaminaljuyú (Reynolds 
1979, 261; Sanders et al. 1974, 100). While there would have been many different 
reasons for constructing houses on top of platforms, one consequence would have 
been that this avoided streams to form and run along wall bases, as less water 
would reach them and excess water would have been absorbed by the platforms 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 27).  
At Kaminaljuyú, houses would also be constructed on prepared floor areas 
which raised them by a few centimeters, obtaining more or less the same effect as 
with construction on platforms (Reynolds 1979, 255). These surfaces would also 
tend to be slightly sloping, thus increasing drainage (Reynolds 1979, 259). Lumps 
of burned clay were often integrated into these floors, possibly serving as a kind 
of tempering material which increased the permeability of the floor so as to 
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provide additional drainage of excess water (Michels 1979c, 108; Reynolds 1979). 
In the same way, at San José Mogote, the floors were often covered in a layer of 
clay and fine sand, increasing its drainage potential (Flannery 1976a, 16). 
 At Chalcatzingo and San José Mogote, gutters were dug along the wall 
foundations of some of the houses (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 100; Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 34; Winter 1976, 30). These would be mostly located upslope from 
the house (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 34; Winter 1976, 30). These would also 
have served to divert excess rainwater away from the house, and thus limit erosion 
of the walls.  
 Furthermore, while we are not sure about the nature of the roofs in each of 
the case studies, roofs made of thatch would, by hanging at least slightly over the 
walls to the exterior, also partly protect walls from erosion caused by rain hitting 
the walls directly and from water running down along them in large quantities. 
These are all features that would have prolonged the life span of constructions, 
while at the same time preventing living spaces and activity areas from flooding, 
making life more comfortable during the rainy seasons.  
 Another important deterioration factor was fungal decay vermin in the 
form of and insect attacks (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 75; Pritchett 2001). This 
would affect wattle and daub more than adobe bricks, as they would primarily 
attack the wattle frame, as well as roofs made out of thatch (Prindiville and Grove 
1987, 75). A way of protecting walls from this is to coat them with a lime based 
plaster, which protects the walls from weather and has slightly vermin repellant 
properties (Pritchett 2001). Indeed, it was very common for house walls to be 
covered on the outside with a lime plaster in Chalcatzingo (Cyphers 1986, 102; 
Prindiville and Grove 1987, 69) and San José Mogote (Flannery 1976a, 19; 
Winter 1986, 333). While this was somewhat less frequent in Dzibilchaltún 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 28) and Kaminaljuyú (Reynolds 1979, 262), it 
was sometimes present. For El Remolino, there are no such data available. 
 Although these construction materials are used around the world, there are 
no clear data available about how long they would actually last in different 
climates. Figures of a few decades for wattle and daub and up to 50 years for 
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adobe have been proposed for temperate zones in Mesoamerica (Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 75). We know, however, that the different case studies are situated in 
different climatic zones, being more or less dry, and it is not known how this 
would affect exactly the life spans of mud constructions. Furthermore, it seems 
that under the right circumstances, these materials could last virtually forever 
(Pritchett 2001).  
 
  
5.5 Termination and renewal 
 
As we have seen, the primary construction materials used in the cases studies 
were prone to deterioration. This would mean that houses usually had only a 
limited life span. In the archaeological records of each of the cases studies, there 
are clues as to how people dealt with this.  
Grove (1984, 70) found indications that ancient residents at Chalcatzingo 
have purposely destroyed and rebuilt houses in the same location repeatedly over 
time through burning (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 74). This was evidenced by the 
relationships of subfloor stone foundations of the walls with each other and fire-
hardened chunks of cane impressed mud plaster associated to each of the building 
stages.  
At Dzibilchaltún several structures showed traces of multiple construction 
phases, increasing both the height and surface of the platforms (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 26-35; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 187).  
The linear midden concentrations inferred to represent provisional discard 
along house walls at El Remolino tend to overlap somewhat and occur at different 
depths (Wendt 2005b, 456). This would indicate that house structures were to 
some extent modified and refurbished over time (Wendt 2005b, 456). 
In many instances, house floors at Kaminaljuyú were superimposed upon 
one another, with a new layer of earth packed upon the old one (Reynolds 1979, 
157). Houses were thus often rebuilt several times on the same spot, using the old 
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house floor as a solid foundation for the construction of a new one (Reynolds 
1979, 257). House floors were sometimes entirely fired (Reynolds 1979, 232). In 
combination with fired lumps of clay which may represent remains of 
construction materials and the presence of large amounts of charcoal (Reynolds 
1979, 233-234, 242), it seems that houses were sometimes burned to the ground, 
although this was only visible in a small portion of all houses (Reynolds 1979, 
232). 
Many houses at San José Mogote present several subsequent occupation 
phases, with multiple floors one upon another, and different layouts of postmolds 
(Flannery 1976a, 20). Fragments of burned wooden posts, wattle and daub and 
sometimes adobe (Winter 1976, 25) might indicate that the destruction of houses 
was done by burning them down. 
It is thus clear that at all of the case studies, households were periodically 
destroyed or dismantled and rebuilt on the same spot. There are no clues, 
however, as to how often this actually happened, since even when each of the 
different construction phases could be identified, we don’t know for a single 
structure for how long exactly it was occupied. The frequency with which 
materials would have had to be renewed is an interesting topic, as the number of 
times this would have happened within the lifetime of an individual might be 
significant in his or her perception of that house structure. Living in the 
industrialized world, we tend to see houses and buildings as permanent, because 
the materials with which they are built usually need very little maintenance, and 
most houses we live in stay in place throughout our lives. If a structure needs to 
be rebuilt every few decades, however, then this notion of the house as a constant 
would be completely different. Such a topic would, however, need to be studied in 
detail for each of the regions, as the cycle of house renewal might vary in length 
for each case study.  
As mentioned, in Chalcatzingo and San José Mogote, many houses seem 
to have been burned, and in Kaminaljuyú this is the case for only a few houses. At 
Dzibilchaltún and El Remolino, no such evidence was found. There might be 
several explanations as to why houses would have been burned, ranging from 
66 
 
accidental house fires (Reynolds 1979, 232) to raiding and warfare (Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 99), but it seems that fire would be an easy way of getting rid of 
deteriorated wattle and daub, adobe, and thatch, which it therefore a likely 
explanation (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 75). In the cases where burning was not 
in evidence, deteriorated materials may simply have been discarded.  
In Chalcatzingo, burned remains of wattle impressed daub were frequently 
found, while adobe bricks seem only rarely to have been burned (Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 74). This is consistent with the observation that adobe usually lasts 
longer than wattle and daub, and the bricks could probably have been saved when 
a house was burned down to be used for the construction of a new house. 
Furthermore, old, eroded adobe bricks can very easily be broken down and mixed 
with water again, providing excellent material for making new bricks. This 
disparity in burned remains of adobe and wattle and daub was not observed in 
Kaminaljuyú and San José Mogote, but this may be because it was simply not 
researched.  
Sometimes, symbolic or ritual meanings seem to have been attached to the 
destruction and reconstruction of house structures. Tiny pieces of broken jade 
ornaments that occurred in the soil and ash associated with house destruction 
activities at Chalcatzingo, in the subfloors of both elite and common residences, 
seem to confirm that the destruction of houses was at least accompanied with 
important ritual meanings and activities (Grove 1984, 70). In some cases, 
complete vessels incorporated into the stone foundations were found, possibly as a 
kind of foundation offering, indicating that ritual meanings also accompanied 
house construction (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 84-91). 
The relative abundance of objects made of exotic stone such as jadeite and 
metadiorite within the platform fills at Dzibilchaltún (Taschek 1994, 227-228) 
may indicate that some sort of dedicatory ritual or at least a symbolic meaning 
was associated with the construction of a platform structure, although they may 
also be the remains of caches and/or burials in older structures that were 
demolished in order to use the materials for the construction of a new platform 
(Taschek 1994, 228). Burials and caches placed beneath house walls at 
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Dzibilchaltún (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 315) also indicate rituals 
associated with house construction. Burials were also present, though rare, 
beneath walls of San José Mogote houses (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 426).  
Possible ritual activities associated with the destruction and reconstruction 
of houses at Kaminaljuyú and El Remolino were not clearly identified, which 
does not mean that they did not take place. The termination of a house structure 
and its renewal on the same place, possibly with some of the same materials, does 
after all seem a significant event, liable to be associated to some extent with 
symbolical meanings. 
 
 
5.6 Materials and identity 
 
It has become clear in this chapter, that mud construction materials were largely 
present in the households of each of the case studies. This mud environment must 
have had important repercussions in the lives of people, not only because the 
materials would have had to be renewed periodically, and many aspects of the 
built environment were linked to the preservation of these materials, so the use of 
clay in construction dictated many aspects of the household environment, but also 
because they would influence the identity of the people living in them.  
 One way in which construction materials can become a part of communal 
identities is through architecture. The materials used for construction may 
influence architecture in such a way as to make it iconic for a community. Think, 
for example, of the iconic white houses of modern Greece (fig. 13). Another 
striking example is Toulouse, France, a city where, because stone was not readily 
available for construction, most buildings were built with a type of bricks which 
gave the city its characteristic color, so that it came to be known as “la ville rose”, 
the pink city (fig.13). Thus, the materials that are used in architecture have certain 
properties that can give it an identity, which then becomes part of the identity of 
the people living in it. However, if indeed, as the case studies here suggest, all or 
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most residential architecture in Mesoamerica depended primarily on adobe and 
wattle and daub, it is questionable whether mud construction would have become 
part of the particular identity of a community in the absence of other communities 
with a different architecture. It is possible that the adobe and wattle and daub 
architecture was part of a global Mesoamerican identity. Features like the use of 
white plaster, stone materials, and platforms, which are aspects which differ in 
their occurrence at the different case studies, may, however, be considered to have 
played a role in such communal identity building. 
 
 
Fig. 13: Typical Greek architecture on the left (wikimedia.org) and typical architecture of 
Toulouse on the right (linternaute.com) 
 
 
Another way in which construction materials would affect identity is 
simply in its omnipresence in the household context. Research done by Hodder 
confirms this:  
 
“…whenever we have spent time in an experimental copy of a Çatalhöyük house 
built at the site, our mouths, skin, and hair become laced with clay. […] people at 
Çatalhöyük lived in a world of clay and clayey soil and depended on it for 
protection, warmth, food, social identity, personal identity, as well as for the 
development of senses and probably cognition.” (Hodder 2011, 156). 
 
He argues that from childhood onwards, there is a sensuous link between humans 
and things and the materials that surround them (Hodder 2011, 156). He notes that 
the taste and feel of clay, much like Proust’s madelaine, must have linked the 
growing child to a particular set of memories, thus contributing to the shaping of 
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its identity. The same can be said for the building materials used in the case 
studies here.  
 This omnipresence of mud materials used in construction has no real 
equivalence among the building materials we are used to in industrialized 
contexts. Fired bricks, stone, and concrete do not have the slightly disintegrating 
properties of mud, meaning that the walls don’t noticeably “shed” any of their 
material. For us, the walls remain walls, and they don’t cover us in particles when 
we interact with them in the way adobe and wattle and daub do. A similar 
phenomenon would have been true for the floors of both the houses and 
surrounding areas, as floors made out of packed earth occurred in each of the case 
studies. Furthermore, lime plaster, which covered some house floors at 
Dzibilchaltún, Kaminaljuyú, and San José Mogote, as well as the walls of many of 
the houses in each of the case studies (except maybe for El Remolino), would 
have rubbed off on everything that touched it, coloring it white. This property of 
plaster may possibly even have served as a social marker, as people living in 
houses with plastered walls and/or floors, mostly belonging to an elite, as we have 
seen, would become recognizable through this whiteness rubbing off on their 
clothes and skin. 
Building materials thus become important in the shaping of the identity of 
the people living with them by forming an omnipresent sensuous element in their 
lives, and possibly even by visibly marking and distinguishing them.  
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Chapter 6 
Basic activities 
 
6.1 Food preparation and consumption 
  6.1.1 Hearths  
 
One of the basic features associated with the preparation of food are hearths. Only 
very few households excavated at Chalcatzingo contained definite fire pits in their 
floors, shallow pits lined with burned rock containing charcoal and ash 
(Prindiville and Grove 1987, 70). Most of the cooking seems to have been done 
on ceramic tripod braziers (fig. 14) (Grove 1984, 70). Occasionally, surface 
hearths could be retrieved from the platforms of Dzibilchaltún (Andrews IV 1962, 
163; Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 41). This was the case at El Remolino as 
well (Coe and Diehl 1980, 47; Wendt 2005a, 174). Hearths at Kaminaljuyú were 
often lined with stones, but sometimes they were only identified by burned 
patches on the floor (Reynolds 1979, 234, 275). In one residential zone at the 
southwestern periphery of the site, large ovens of up to 2.30 m in diameter and 
1.30 m deep were found (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 130). These may have served 
for the preparation of large quantities of food, possibly as communal kitchens 
(Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 131; Valdés 1997, 82).  At San José Mogote, both 
traces of surface hearths and fragments of pottery braziers were frequently found 
(Flannery 1976a, 18; Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
60; Winter 1976, 29-30). Ovens, above ground with dome mud roofs or dug into 
the ground, were also very common at this site (fig. 15) (Winter 1976, 69).  
 While most or all households in each of the case studies contained 
evidence for hearth areas, they differed sometimes with regards to their place 
within the household area. At Chalcatzingo, for example, both the occasional fire 
pits and most of the brazier fragments were found inside the house structures 
(Prindiville and Grove 1987, 70). While braziers could have been transported 
easily, and their distribution may therefore not reflect the loci of their actual use 
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but rather the place where they were stored, the fact that the (immobile) hearths 
were always found inside indicates that much cooking was done inside. When this 
was the case, the hearths were situated next to the exterior wall that was made of 
wattle and daub, indicating that this wall may have been partially open in order to 
provide ventilation and let the smoke out (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 67). On 
one occasion a hearth area was found within a secondary structure, probably 
serving as a cooking space separated from the main living space (Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 71). At Kaminaljuyú as well hearths were always found inside the 
house structures (Reynolds 1979, 243) or in small secondary structures (Price 
1979, 618). It is probable that these structures also had some kind of opening with 
the purpose of letting smoke out. 
 
 
Fig. 14: Tripod brazier from Chalcatzingo (Grove 1984, 79) 
 
 
 
Fig. 15: Dug-out oven at San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 271) 
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 At Dzibilchaltún, on the other hand, hearths were always found outside of 
the house structures, on the platforms (Andrews IV 1962, 163; Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 41). This is the case at El Remolino as well, where hearths were 
situated next to house structures (Wendt 2005a, 178; Wendt 2005b, 456).  
 The surface hearths and pottery braziers at San José Mogote were found 
both within house structures and outside of them, in the patio areas (Flannery 
1976a, 18; Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 60; Winter 
1976, 29-30). Ovens were always situated outside of the house (Winter 1976, 29). 
These were probably used mainly for cooking, as no traces of pottery manufacture 
were found associated with them (Winter 1976, 29).  
At El Remolino it was visible that the space around hearths was kept free 
of debris (Wendt 2005b, 457). Debris did surround this area which contained only 
a hearth and a few tools, suggesting that refuse produced around the hearth was 
swept aside to keep the working space clean. This is consistent with the frequent 
use of such an activity area (Wendt 2995b, 457). At other sites, such distributions 
weren’t observed, although this may well be due to the fact that remains were 
often more disturbed than they were at El Remolino.  
 
 
  6.1.2 Grinding tools 
 
Grinding tools are also associated with food preparation. The typical, today still in 
use, manos and metates (hand stones and mortars), used for grinding foodstuffs 
such as maize kernels into a paste, were commonly found in household contexts at 
Chalcatzingo (Grove 1984, 77). Mortar and pestle-like stones showing the traces 
of repeated crushing and pounding were probably used to process harder foods 
like seeds and nuts (Grove 1984, 77). This is also the case for Dzibilchaltún 
(Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 10; Kurjack 1974, 50; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 
182; Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 60), El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 175, 178; 
Wendt 2005b, 456), and Kaminaljuyú (Reynolds 1979, 263). In San José Mogote 
household contexts manos and metates of various shapes and sizes were found, 
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but no mortars and pestles (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 
2005, 69; Winter 1976, 27; Winter 1986, 334). The lack of mortars and pestles at 
San José Mogote was probably compensated for by the use of different kinds of 
manos and metates, as the site seems to have had a larger variation of these tools 
than the other sites.  
The distribution of these ground stone artifacts, like that of the hearths, 
differed slightly in the different case studies. In this distribution we take only into 
account those artifacts that seem to have remained more or less in situ, not those 
that have obviously been discarded. At Chalcatzingo grinding tools were usually 
found in association with a hearth area (Cyphers 1993, 217). This means that, as 
we have seen, they were usually situated inside the house or in a secondary 
structure (Cyphers 1993, 217). This is the case at San José Mogote as well, where 
manos and metates also occurred primarily in association with hearth areas 
(Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 69; Winter 1976, 27; 
Winter 1986, 334).  
At El Remolino, on the other hand, grinding tools were usually found in 
concentrations away from the hearth (Wendt 2005a, 276), indicating that the 
grinding of food was a somewhat separate activity from the cooking process. Both 
activities always occurred outside the house (Wendt 2005a, 175, 178; Wendt 
2005b, 456). 
At Kaminaljuyú hearth areas were frequently surrounded by grinding 
tools, indicating that much of the food preparation went on in a restricted area 
around the hearth (Stenholm 1979, 146-149). Food grinding also seems frequently 
to have been going on outside the house, on the porch or patio, away from the 
hearth area (Stenholm 1979, 157-158).  
Most of the structures, platforms or areas directly adjacent to the platforms 
at Dzibilchaltún contained entire or partial metates and manos (Andrews V and 
Ringle 1992, 10; Kurjack 1974, 50; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 182). When 
undisturbed house foundations were present, the metates were always found 
outside of them (Kurjack 1974, 51; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 188). The 
metates were very large and extremely heavy, suggesting that they would have 
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had a fixed position within the household area, and the heavy use wear indicates 
that they must have been used for very long stretches of time (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 42; Kurjack 1974, 50; Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 100-101). 
It is not clear, however, whether grinding tools were usually situated near or away 
from hearth areas.  
A problematic issue with the distribution of manos and metates in 
particular is that it is not always clear whether the place where they were found 
was also the place where they were used. It is possible, for example, that this 
reflects the locus of storage rather than use. However, since these objects are 
usually pretty heavy, metates more so than manos, mortars and pestles, it is not 
likely that they were moved every time they needed to be used, and it is therefore 
probable that they were stored and used in approximately the same place. 
 Furthermore, it is probable that grinding objects, being made of stone and 
therefore relatively difficult to make and additionally having long life spans, were 
often taken away when a house structure was abandoned, thus disturbing their 
distribution.  
 
 
  6.1.3 Other tools and traces 
 
Plate-ceramics with roughened bottoms at Chalcatzingo were identified by Grove 
(1984, 84) as extremely similar to tortilla griddles used nowadays. Although it is 
not certain that these were used for the making of tortillas, a nowadays common 
practice in Mesoamerica, it does seem that they were used for cooking, as they 
presented traces of burning and were often associated with hearth areas (Grove 
1984, 84). Griddles were also found in hearth areas at Kaminaljuyú (Stenholm 
1979, 146-149). 
 Furthermore, vessels were very common around hearth areas at 
Chalcatzingo, suggesting that they had a function in the preparation of food 
(Cyphers 1993, 217). What ceramic forms were used for different activities has, 
however, not been identified. At El Remolino, jars, bottles, and other large vessels 
75 
 
were identified as forms used for food preparation, and were abundant around 
hearth areas (Wendt 2005a, 174, 177). The same goes for jars and bowls at 
Kaminaljuyú (Stenholm 1979, 146-149). At Dzibilchaltún artifact clusters around 
hearth areas were not identified, and the ceramic forms that must have been used 
for food preparation were not identified.  
 At El Remolino cooking and storage ceramics were usually made of 
coarser ware with large sized temper, while serving ceramics like bowls, plates, 
and dished were made of much finer ware (Wendt 2005a, 172; Wendt 2010, 111). 
This is because vessels used for cooking had to withstand repetitive heating and 
cooling, and the finer wares would not have survived this (Wendt 2005a, 172; 
Wendt 2010, 112). Such differences between serving and cooking wares were not 
identified at any of the other sites. This is probably due, however, to the lack of 
systematic identification of ceramic as serving wares, although many of the 
ceramics found at each of the sites must have had such a function.  
 Large vessels of a diameter larger than 30 cm were found in El Remolino 
households (Wendt 2005a, 172). Wendt (2005, 172) considers these to be 
evidence of communal meals or feasting by residential groups. It is, however, also 
conceivable that these large bowls or platters were used for serving food in a 
single household context, for example for a nuclear family. They do, in any case, 
seem to indicate that the consumption of food was usually not an individual, but 
rather a shared activity. Again, at the other sites such observations have not been 
made, probably primarily because clear identification of the functions of ceramics 
have usually not been made. 
 Limey crusts on jar fragments at San José Mogote indicate that maize 
kernels were soaked in lime water to soften them (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 69). 
Awl-like bone tools, which were probably used to slit open cornhusks and remove 
maize kernels from cobs (as nowadays still happens with the same kinds of tools 
presenting the same wear patterns), were also very common in and around houses 
(Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36). 
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 Cutting tools, such as flint or obsidian blades, are likely to also have been 
used in food preparation, although only at Kaminaljuyú were clusters of these 
artifacts clearly identified around hearth areas (Stenholm 1979, 146-149). 
 Plant remains and animal bones were also associated with hearth areas at 
El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 174, 177), Kaminaljuyú (Stenholm 1979, 146-148), 
and San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36-37; Flannery and Marcus 
2005, 43). At Chalcatzingo (Grove 1084, 77-78) and Dzibilchaltún (Andrews IV 
and Andrews V 1980, 66; Wing and Steadman 1980, 326), such concentrations of 
food remains around the hearth area were not found, but plant and faunal remains 
were present in the general assemblage.  
 
 
6.2 Tool production 
 
In each house at Chalcatzingo, obsidian fragments and core flakes were found in 
more or less restricted areas (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 70, 75). This indicates 
that obsidian working or an activity requiring obsidian tools was carried out 
within the house (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 70). The normal household lithic 
assemblage consisted mainly of multifunctional, simple blades (Bruton 1987, 
316). This is the case for flint tools as well, although these were present in lesser 
quantities (Burton 1987a, 316). In the case of one structure, the western room was 
apparently used for the working of obsidian or for an activity involving obsidian 
tools, indicated by the debris that was found there (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 
70). The other rooms contained almost no obsidian but fragments of braziers and 
other vessels, either whole or broken, indicating that these rooms were used for 
cooking and/or storage, possibly also for sleeping (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 
70). Distribution patterns in another structure suggest that the northern area was 
used as a workshop for working obsidian, while in the rest of the house other 
domestic activities were carried out (indicated by vessels and grinding stones) 
(Prindiville and Grove 1987, 70). 
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 Simple obsidian tools were usually present in Kaminaljuyú households 
(Reynolds 1979, 263). Simple flakes and blades seem to have been used for a 
variety of household tasks involving cutting (Reynolds 1979, 263). The presence 
of obsidian cores, cortex, and core rejuvenation flakes within and around houses 
(Reynolds 1979, 263; Stenholm 1979, 126) indicates that the fabrication of these 
simple tools took place at least partly within the household area. Most 
concentrations of obsidian waste produced by tool manufacture were found 
outside the house, on the porch or the patio (Stenholm 1979, 157). Large obsidian 
blades were often broken down into smaller, more manageable pieces (Stenholm 
1979, 125). Most tools show minimal use wear, which indicates that usually no 
attempts were made to sharpen dull edges, and tools were simply manufactured as 
required and discarded after initial use (Stenholm 1979, 126). While hearth areas 
are associated with relatively large quantities of obsidian tools, traces of tool 
preparation around the hearth were generally absent (Stenholm 1979, 149). 
Chipped stone tools, waste debris, flint cores and quartz fragments, as well 
as deer antler hammers used for pressure flaking, were found in most houses at 
San José Mogote (Flannery 1976a, 18; Flannery and Marcus 1976, 37; Flannery 
and Marcus 2005, 64, 77; Winter 1986, 334). Mostly simple, small flint flakes and 
some retouched tools were found which would have been used as cutting and 
scraping tools (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 64). 
Obsidian fragments and tools were also found in most households, although in 
lesser quantities than the flint ones (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 64). It seems that repairing and/or manufacturing basic flint, 
obsidian, and stone tools took place inside the house. Traces of flint working 
within the house, although clear workshop areas couldn’t be defined, tend to occur 
away from artifacts and features associated with the preparation of food (Flannery 
and Marcus 1976, 43). 
Simple flint tools were recovered from household contexts at 
Dzibilchaltún (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 18). These consisted mostly of 
unretouched flakes, but simple retouched tools such as perforators, gravers, and 
blades were also found, and must have been used for a variety of household tasks, 
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although no extensive use wear analysis has been performed to determine exact 
functions (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 18-23). More formal, specialized tools 
were not found (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 100). Fragments of obsidian 
blades, used for their cutting properties, were also found throughout households at 
the site, although they occurred in very low frequencies (Rovner and Lewenstein 
1997, 39-42, 101). Very small waste flakes in household contexts and refuse 
deposits suggest that some form of flint working was going on within at least 
some of the households (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 22). The absence of cortex 
and large primary trimming flakes suggest that the initial reduction of flint took 
place elsewhere, and that the blocks of flint arrived at the site in an already 
partially prepared form (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 22). The working of 
obsidian at the site thus consisted mainly of the breaking of the imported blades 
into smaller, more manageable artifacts (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 45-101). 
Obsidian tools were usually very worn and seem to have been used for as long as 
possible before eventually being discarded (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 45-
101). 
 Simple obsidian tools were found throughout El Remolino household 
deposits (Wendt 2005a, 177). No blade cores were found, however, indicating that 
the manufacture of obsidian tools did not take place, or only minimally, at El 
Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 177). It seems that obsidian blades arrived at the site in 
a more or less finished form, and that, as evidenced by debris, these were then 
sometimes broken down into the necessary tools (Wendt 2005a, 177), similarly to 
what happened at Dzibilchaltún.  
Thus, it seems that each house in each of the case studies made at least 
part of its own basic tools. Inter- and intra-site differences in tool production will 
be discussed further in Chapter 11: Specialization and market systems.  
At the sites where working of obsidian and/or flint took place on a 
relatively large scale (i.e. all of the sites except for Dzibilchaltún and El 
Remolino) it could be seen that this took place in areas away from food 
preparation areas. The fact that this was not observed at Dzibilchaltún and El 
Remolino may be due to the small-scale nature of tool production there, meaning 
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that the distribution patterns may not be clear enough to be significant, rather than 
to the actual absence of such distribution patterns. The reasons for this 
organization of household activities will be discussed later, in Chapter 7: Social 
relationships.  
 
 
6.3 Ritual  
 
A ritual will here be defined as a set of actions, performed for their symbolic 
value. Rituals pertain to the domain of religion in general, including the sacred, 
numinous, occult, and the divine (following Rappaport 1999, 23). A ceremonial 
context is an environment which is primarily dedicated to this religious and ritual 
realm.  
 The terms ritual and ceremonial are used rather loosely throughout this 
thesis. This is because in archaeology, especially that of prehistoric times, while it 
is often more or less clear that ritual meanings and actions are involved, it is 
usually very vague what this exactly entails. Furthermore, we tend to think in 
dichotomies of ritual or religious spheres against normal or secular ones. This 
distinction, however, may not always have been so clear-cut for the cultures that 
we study, and the boundaries between the two may have been very fluid. 
Especially in a household setting, where ritual and everyday elements cohabit, 
such boundaries may not have clearly existed. 
Therefore, the rather vague definition of ritual and ceremonial given above 
is appropriated in this case. We usually don’t understand exactly what the 
implications are of the traces of rituals we find, and where they start or end, but 
we can arrive at some general interpretations concerning their significance.  
 Here, we will consider the artifacts found within household contexts in 
each of the case studies that have generally been linked to rituals activities, 
although we can’t be sure for any of the objects whether they were indeed used for 
ritual purposes. Differential distributions of these artifacts between households 
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and burials are treated in the Chapter 10: Elite households and Chapter 11: 
Specialization and market systems. Some ritual features will be interpreted more 
in depth in the Chapter 8: The role of ancestors. For most ritual elements, 
however, we will not be able, in the scope of this research, to go into more 
lengthy discussions about the significance and nature of the rituals performed with 
the artifacts that have been found, simply because we know very little about this 
in Formative contexts.  
Anthropomorphic clay figurines were found all over the site of 
Chalcatzingo, but mostly within households (Gillespie 1987, 264; Grove 1984, 85, 
88). Anthropomorphic ceramic figurines were very rare at Dzibilchaltún, but the 
ones that were found in platform fills may point to household ritual activities 
(Taschek 1994, 227). At El Remolino they were quite abundant (Wendt 2010, 
116). Clay figurines were found in households throughout Kaminaljuyu (Reynolds 
1979, 263; Stenholm 1979, 123). All households at San José Mogote contained 
such figurines (Flannery 1976d, 336-338; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93; Winter 
1986, 334). These sometimes wear costumes and masks of (fantastic) animals 
(Flannery 1976, 336-338; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93). The significance of 
these artifacts will be discussed in Chapter 8: The role of ancestors.  
Zoomorphic figurines at Chalcatzingo represented squirrels, peccaries, 
opossums, dogs, birds, and monkeys (fig. 16) (Grove 1984, 88). Zoomorphic 
figurines at Kaminaljuyú were relatively rare (Wetherington 1978d, 310). These 
represent mostly canines and sometimes monkeys (Wetherington 1978d, 310). 
Stylized animal-like and grotesque figurines were also present (Wetherington 
1978d, 310).  Some figurines of animals were also found at San José Mogote 
(Flannery 1976d, 338; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93). 
Figurative clay whistles (fig.16) and notched bones may have been used as 
instruments during household rituals at Chalcatzingo (Córdova Tello et al. 2010; 
Gillespie 1987, 264; Grove 1984, 85, 88; Grove 1987a). The mouth piece of an 
ocarina found at Dzibilchaltún may also be indicative of household ritual 
(Taschek 1994, 227). A shell trumpet placed within a cache may similarly have 
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been used in ritual activities (Taschek 1994, 228). Rattle balls seem to have 
played a role in household rituals at Kaminaljuyú (Reynolds 1979, 261). 
 
 
 
Fig. 16: Zoomorphic figurines from Chalcatzingo, the bird in the lower left corner is a whistle 
(Grove 1984, 143) 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 17: Stingray spine, shown above, and obsidian needles, shown below, from Chalcatzingo 
(Grove 1984, 104) 
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Stingray spines and long obsidian needles were common throughout the 
excavation of the households at Chalcatzingo (fig. 17) (Grove 1984, 108). 
Stingray spines were also occasionally found at Kaminaljuyú (McInnis Thompson 
2005, 673, 675). Sharp objects, such as stingray spines, needles, imitations of fish 
spines made from bone, and shark teeth were found in most households at San 
José Mogote (Flannery 1976, 341-344; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 95-96). 
At El Remolino incense burners were quite rare, but they were sometimes 
associated with households (Wendt 2010, 116). These objects were somewhat 
more abundant in Kaminaljuyu households (fig. 18) (Reynolds 1979, 261). 
 
 
 
Fig. 18: Incense burners from Kaminaljuyú (Wetherington 1978a, 90)  
 
 
At San José Mogote several households were associated with clay masks 
(Flannery 1976d, 336-338; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93; Winter 1986, 334). At 
Chalcatzingo as well, circular masks depicting simple human faces with 
suspension holes were found (Córdova Tello et al. 2010; Grove 1987a). 
Caches were often dug out in platform surfaces at Dzibilchaltún and 
contained vessels, miniature jars, sets of unworked shells, shell trumpets, and jade 
and shell pendants (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 39-41, 320-321; Taschek 
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1994, 227-228). Small, presumably ceremonial caches were sometimes present 
beneath household floors at Kaminaljuyú, containing primarily vessels (Reynolds 
1979, 263). At San José Mogote caches were sometimes made beneath the house 
floor, containing anthropomorphic figurines and/or clay masks (Flannery 1976d, 
336-338; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 88-93). 
Sometimes, it could be seen that one of the rooms of a house at 
Chalcatzingo contained a relative abundance of traces of ritual activities, implying 
that this was a special area for ritual activities (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 70). In 
patios at Dzibilchaltún a small structure, possibly a shrine or temple, as the ritual 
paraphernalia indicate, was sometimes placed on their eastern sides (Andrews IV 
and Andrews V 1980, 23; Kurjack 1974, 79). Small earth platforms identified as 
altars on account of associated objects, location, and size of the feature, were also 
common in Kaminaljuyú households (Reynolds 1979, 263). Some structures at 
Kaminaljuyú contained an earthen bench constructed against an interior wall 
(Reynolds 1979, 261). These were often associated with ritual objects, suggesting 
that these benches were some kind of shrines (Reynolds 1979, 261).  
It is not known for each of these objects and features what their 
significance may have been or what kinds of rituals were performed with them. 
We also can’t be sure whether all were indeed ritual implements. Figurines and 
instruments for example could also have been used for entertainment, and incense 
burners for mere smell. It is however probable that many of these objects had 
ritual connotations.  
Furthermore, it is entirely possible that many other, everyday activities 
such as food preparation or tool production, which are considered to be utilitarian, 
also had ritual aspects. These can, however, not be reconstructed with the 
available data. The only hint for this may be that at Chalcatzingo figurines tend to 
cluster around kitchen areas (Cyphers 1993, 217).  
In any case, we can see that it was common for all households in each of 
the case studies to contain ritual implements. Many of the objects presumably 
used in rituals can also be seen to be similar for the different sites. 
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Anthropomorphic figurines in particular are common artifacts. A possible 
interpretation of these will be discussed in Chapter 8: The role of ancestors.  
 
 
6.4 Trash disposal 
  6.4.1 Inorganic refuse 
 
The disposal of trash must have been an important issue for each household, as 
debris of broken and used up objects would have accumulated over the years. 
Here, the strategies employed for each of the case studies for dealing with trash 
will be explored.  
It is not entirely clear how the people of Chalcatzingo disposed of their 
trash, since only one trash pit, associated with a common house, was found by 
Grove (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 72). This absence of trash disposal traces in 
Grove’s excavations may be due to his sampling strategy, since his focus was on 
the interior of houses (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 72), and external trash pits 
may simply have been missed. This seems to be confirmed by the fact that during 
the later INAH excavations of two residential areas, trash pits containing mostly 
ceramics and ash were discovered outside of the houses (Córdova Tello et al. 
2011, 104). These seem to be associated with lesser structures surrounding the 
patio (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 102). 
Linear concentrations of ceramic sherds, partial vessels, and other artifacts 
were encountered throughout the site of El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 170). The 
linear nature of these concentrations indicates that they must have accumulated 
against walls (Wendt 2005a, 170). These “sherd walls” extended from 2 to 5 
meters in length and 20 to 50 cm in depth (fig. 19) (Wendt 2005a, 170). Non-
linear artifact concentrations were found as well (Wendt 2005a, 170). They 
measure between 2 and 7 meter in diameter (Wendt 2005a, 170). These are 
considered to be discrete midden deposits and were deposited mostly away from 
house structures, outside of the patio (Wendt 2005a, 170; Wendt 2005b, 455, 
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459). Furthermore, house floors tend to be relatively free of debris since they 
would regularly have been swept clean, and midden deposits would accumulate 
next to structures (Wendt 2005b, 456). 
 
 
Fig. 19: Linear concentrations of debris at El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 171) 
 
 
At Kaminaljuyú it can be seen that some trash accumulated within the 
house. In the case of hearth areas, for example, broken tools and ceramics 
associated with food preparation were concentrated close to the hearth against the 
walls (Stenholm 1979, 149). Trash pits were common within or near household 
areas, mostly in the patio or next to it (Reynolds 1979, 263). Household refuse 
was also sometimes simply dumped on the ground away from the house or in an 
apparently otherwise abandoned area (Anderson and Hirth 2009, 166). Larger 
middens, either in an excavated ditch or directly on the ground, tended to form 
next to houses at Kaminaljuyú, where refuse was possibly dumped against the 
back or side walls of the house (Valdés and Kaplan 2000, 338). Refuse middens 
were sometimes created within a house in the form of an area with large amounts 
of refuse on the floor level, but their high temporal concentration and the fact that 
they were not trampled (Stenholm 1979, 154) suggest that this happened mainly 
after the structure was abandoned.  
At San José Mogote many bell-shaped pits seem to have been reused as 
trash pits after the walls had begun to cave in and weren’t suitable for the storage 
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of grains or implements any more (Winter 1976, 27-28). The old pits were then 
simply filled with refuse (Winter 1976, 28). 
Refuse disposal can sometimes also be seen to occur on a larger scale. Extensive 
middens were sometimes dug out around the residential patio groups at 
Dzibilchaltún where trash was deposited (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 27). 
Very few trash deposits were found, however (Taschek 1994, 228). 
It seems that larger areas were also used for more permanent discard at El 
Remolino. In the western area of the site large midden deposits of both ceramics 
and organic materials, as well as hearth material were recovered, deposited in 
natural or artificial pits (Coe and Diehl 1980, 50). Their relationship to household 
areas is, however, not known due to the large scale erosion of the site.  
 Refuse middens occur in association with households at San José Mogote, 
and also further removed from them (Winter 1976, 30). No difference in the 
nature of trash has been observed between the different trash disposal localities 
(Winter 1976, 30). Furthermore, trash was thrown into the ancient erosion gullies 
separating the residential areas (Flannery 1976b, 73). 
 It is likely that the different scales at which trash has accumulated in each 
of the case studies has to do with the permanence of discard. Relatively small 
accumulations within household areas are likely to have been the result of 
provisional discard (Hayden and Cannon 1982, 131). This kind of provisional 
discard tends to accumulate in out of the way places, that is to say in corners, 
along walls (as can clearly be seen at El Remolino) or fences, or simply away 
from activity and walking areas (Hayden and Cannon 1982, 131). This refuse is 
either kept to be reused later on, or periodically cleared through transportation to 
more permanent discard areas (Hayden and Cannon 1982, 131). These 
accumulations were presumably regularly cleaned out, but could survive in the 
archaeological record when they were left in situ at the abandonment of a 
structure. 
 Indeed, it can be seen in many cases that old artifacts are reused for 
different purposes after they can no longer fulfill their initial function. Old sherds 
were sometimes ground into sherd discs, at Chalcatzingo (Córdova Tello et al. 
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2010; Grove 1987a), Dzibilchaltún (Taschek 1994, 218-221), Kaminaljuyú 
(Michels 1979c, 126), and San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 77). 
Furthermore, sherds were also ground into net weights at Dzibilchaltún (Taschek 
1994, 222-223) and El Remolino (fig. 20) (Wendt 2005a 175), and into other 
tools, the use of which has not been identified at Dzibilchaltún (Taschek 1994, 
223). 
 
 
Fig. 20: Ceramic discs from Chalcatzingo shown to the left (Grove 1984, 104) and net weights 
from El Remolino shown to the right (Wendt 2005a, 176), made from old sherds 
 
 
 Furthermore, inorganic refuse could also be used for structural purposes. 
We have already seen in Chapter 5: Materiality of the house, that sherds may 
have been used at El Remolino to reinforce wall foundations. The platforms on 
which structures at Dzibilchaltún and Kaminaljuyú stood, next to gravel and stone 
contained a lot of refuse, especially ceramics (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 
21; Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 7; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 186), showing 
that household refuse was used in platform building. Furthermore, at San José 
Mogote, refuse was used to fill in old pits and other low spots in patios. While this 
way of using refuse may have simply been practical, the use of old artifacts for 
new constructions or living spaces may also have had a symbolical significance.  
 All refuse that could not be reused in the ways showed above, would 
eventually have ended up in more permanent discard areas (Hayden and Cannon 
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1982, 131). These are the large scale middens discussed above, including the 
refuse in old house structures at Kaminaljuyú. The fact that this large scale refuse 
disposal has not been found at Chalcatzingo probably has to do with sampling 
strategies, as trash would have accumulated over time, and large quantities of it 
must have been disposed of in some way. 
 
 
  6.4.2 Human waste and organic materials 
 
We have considered what inorganic refuse was produced and disposed of at each 
of the settlements. However, organic materials have not been considered. A very 
obvious reason for this is that, except for bone, organic materials rarely survive in 
the archaeological record.  
 From ethnographic studies it is known that organic refuse is usually 
treated casually, that is to say that it is swept out of the way, sometimes dumped 
on cultivation lands as a fertilizer, but otherwise simply left with other household 
debris to rather quickly decay (especially in warm climates) or be eaten by dogs or 
other animals (Hayden and Cannon 1982, 126).  
  Maybe a bigger issue, however, is constituted by human waste. This 
would have needed to be disposed of periodically, as accumulating waste would 
quickly attain obtrusive proportions, causing major issues related to hygiene, 
spread of disease, and smell, especially in warm climates and large settlements. It 
is possible that it was disposed of at least partially by using it as manure for the 
cultivation of crops. Furthermore, it is probable that areas were designated as 
latrine areas, so as to keep activity areas clean and to dispose of the waste more 
easily. At none of the sites considered here, however, did any publication even 
mention the possibility off the identification of such an area. In fact, no mention 
whatsoever was made of human waste disposal. Further research involving 
phosphate analysis, for example, might tell us more. 
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Part III 
Household and worldview 
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Chapter 7 
Social relationships 
 
7.1 Houses and patios 
 
The spatial layout of a household, with regards to both physical structures and 
features, as well as activity areas can provide important clues about social 
relationships. The spatial relationships between different households can tell us 
about the relationship of a household with its social context. Here, we will explore 
the ways physical, behavioral and social aspects of the household may have 
related to each other.  
All of the terraces at Chalcatzingo had one restricted area with much 
household debris where the houses were situated (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 
79). Each residence sat alone on a terrace or in a large field area of similar size, 
although one or two smaller structures were sometimes adjoined to the main 
house, forming a patio (Córdova Tello et al. 2011; Prindiville and Grove 1987, 
71, 79). This may be more common than reflected in Grove’s sample, as the two 
residential areas excavated during the INAH project were both associated with 
lesser structures which were not visible on the surface (Córdova Tello et al. 2010, 
90; Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 102), meaning that these features would mostly 
have been missed by Grove who concentrated excavation on house interiors 
(Prindiville and Grove 1987, 72).  
 At Dzibilchaltún each residential platform supported one or more houses 
and/or other structures (Ringle 1999, 190; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 188). 
Complete house foundations were rare, but it is estimated that platforms up to 80 
m2 usually supported one house, and bigger platforms supported two or three 
(Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 188-189). Groupings of structures upon one 
platform and groupings of small platforms around an open space seem to have 
constituted residential groups sharing a central, quadrilateral patio (fig. 21) 
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(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 21; Kurjack 1974, 74; Ringle 1999, 190; 
Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 184, 189; Sharer and Traxler 2006, 251-252). Such 
groupings consisted usualy of up to five structures, although they could in rare 
instances contain up to sixteen (Kurjack 1974, 75). Doorways faced onto the patio 
whenever a patio was present (Kurjack 1974, 50). Structures not belonging to an 
identifiable courtyard group were, however, also found (Kurjack 1974, 74). 
 
Fig. 21: Reconstruction of a patio group at Dzibilchaltún (drawing by Clerk in Andrews IV 1975, 
30) 
 
 
Fig. 22: Partial patio group at El Remolino (Wendt 2005b, 461) 
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In the areas between house structures at El Remolino, a relative lack of 
refuse was observed (Wendt 2005b, 456). The debris that was present in these 
areas tends to be relatively small (Wendt 2005b, 456). This implies that these 
areas were intentionally kept clean of major debris (Wendt 2005b, 456). 
Trampling may also have played a role in the reduced size of sherds (Wendt 
2005b, 456). This would indicate that these areas were loci of relatively intensive 
use in terms of activity and/or walking spaces (Wendt 2005b, 456). Refuse 
middens tended to form on the other side of house structures (Wendt 2005b, 459). 
The open space thus created between house structures formed a patio (Wendt 
2010, 108) delineated by the houses around it (fig. 22). Small lean-to structures 
attached or next to the main house structure were sometimes identified (Wendt 
2005a, 173-174). Because of the heavy erosion of the site, it could not be 
determined how large patio’s tended to be, as no complete ones were recovered. 
 Houses in Kaminaljuyú were usually adjacent to a patio (Reynolds 1979, 
232). The nature of test pitting used for the excavations at the site usually did not 
permit the excavation of entire patio’s and their adjacent structures as a whole, but 
it seems that sometimes small structures were built next to the house bordering on 
the patio (Price 1979, 618). The existence of several houses lining a single patio 
has not been observed at this site, but this may also be the result of excavation 
techniques exposing only small areas. For the same reason, the size of an average 
patio and the distance between two household areas could not be determined.  
 At San José Mogote houses were most often arranged in patio groups, with 
three or four house structures sharing the same courtyard or patio (Flannery 
1976b, 75). These courtyard areas usually covered 300-400 m2 (Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 34). Some houses had associated smaller structures, like lean-tos or 
small sheds (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 314). 
 It is clear from these data that in each of the case studies, the organization 
of households into patios was very much prevalent. Although houses were 
sometimes isolated, more or less closed off courtyards were usually created by 
several structures, including houses and sometimes secondary structures. This 
indicates that often, the inhabitants of different houses had an important 
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connection to each other and shared a certain space (Sandstrom 2000, 53; Wilk 
1988, 142). The number of house structures surrounding a patio may be the 
reflection of demographic development of the patio group (Tourtellot 1988, 99). 
Since in none of the case studies activity areas within the patio were clearly 
identified as belonging exclusively to one of the houses adjoining it but not to 
others (with for example separate tool production and food preparation areas for 
each separate house), it seems that the patio was seen as a communal space, a 
household area shared between the inhabitants of different houses (Tourtellot 
1988, 98).  
The inhabitants of each house would then mostly be defined as those 
people who slept in them and performed indoor activities (such as cooking, tool 
production, and ritual activities which, as we have seen, were sometimes 
performed inside house structures, see Chapter 6: Basic activities) within them, as 
it is not entirely clear to what degree the patio space and resources would have 
been shared. The degree to which outdoor activities were shared between 
inhabitants of the different houses would, however, need to be verified, as the lack 
of correlation of outdoor activity areas with an individual house of a patio group 
may also be due to sampling and recording methods.  
This patio organization cannot be evidenced with certainty for 
Kaminaljuyú, since it was not clear whether patios were usually surrounded by 
several structures, although it could still be seen that houses were usually 
associated with an open area where part of the activities took place. At 
Chalcatzingo this is not clearly visible either, as patios seem to have been 
associated with a single house each time. As we will see, however, these houses 
contained several rooms, and it is therefore possible that each of the rooms had 
more or less the same function as each separate, single room house at the other 
sites. This may be said as well for some of the houses at Dzibilchaltún which were 
also separated into different rooms. Thus, the patio would still have been a 
communal space for people living in different rooms.  
The connection between the inhabitants of a patio group, whether based on 
kinship or other social ties, can be characterized by a common investment in land 
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for subsistence needs (Sandstrom 2000, 53). It can be argued that it is the 
interaction of economic, residential, kinship, and religious concerns that makes 
these groups into relatively bounded social units (Sandstrom 200, 53-54). The 
spatial layout of these patio groups suggests, in any case, that they represented 
important social units within a larger settlement, sharing a more or less private 
space, and possibly being part of a single behavioral unit, dividing activities 
between members of the entire group (Tourtellot 1988, 98; Wilk 1988, 142; 
Winter 1974, 984). Patio groups clearly formed important social units within a 
settlement (Hendon 1991, 904).  
 
 
7.2 Territory and privacy 
 
We have already seen that many activities in each of the case studies took place 
outside of the house, in the patio. The patio can thus be seen as an integral part of 
the household area. This patio, however, seems often to have been a space that 
was shared to some extent by the inhabitants of several houses. This begs the 
question: where did one household end and the other begin? 
 It is possible that no significant distinction was made between a private 
sphere of the house and a shared sphere of the patio with regards to belonging and 
territory. Maybe houses and secondary structures were simply places that were 
sheltered from weather and cold, and were therefore necessary and the preferred 
locus for certain activities, such as sleeping. It might be considered that the entire 
patio group consisted of one single household (Tourtellot 1988, 98). While this 
hypothesis does not clearly explain why in most settlements several houses were 
constructed in one patio group instead of one large house, this may simply have 
been more practical in most cases to construct several small ones with regards to 
structural integrity. Furthermore, the construction of several structures would have 
delineated a clear patio, thus making the limits of the household area more or less 
clear (Winter 1974, 983).  
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The demarcation of the limits of a patio group area was most clearly 
achieved in Dzibilchaltún. It is clear that most structures at Dzibilchaltún, 
especially from the end of the Middle Preclassic onwards, were placed on 
rectangular platforms (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 178; Sharer and Traxler 
2006, 277). It seems that these platforms were built at least partially out of 
practical concerns, in order to level off the originally uneven bedrock surface, as 
well as to lift house structures from the ground surface in order to provide good 
drainage and avoid flooding houses and activity areas. However, they probably 
had many more functions like delineating household spaces and marking social 
status and wealth (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 27; Kurjack 1974, 51-52). 
At Kaminaljuyú a similar demarcation was accomplished. Living areas at 
Kaminaljuyú, as we have seen, were usually leveled by adding a layer of soil, a 
few centimeters thick, upon the original ground surface (Reynolds 1979, 233-
234). By slightly raising the floor level of the house and patio a clear space was 
also delineated (Reynolds 1979, 255). At Chalcatzingo it could also be seen that, 
when houses were built on terraces, there was only one patio group present for 
each terrace (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 79).  
 
 
Fig. 23: Cactus fence in Oaxaca, Mexico (photograph by author) 
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In the cases of San José Mogote and El Remolino, where such 
demarcations of patio groupings were not as evident, it is possible that these were 
delineated by some sort of fence made out of perishable materials, possibly even 
by rows of plants as still sometimes happens in Mexico (fig. 23) (Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 34). The marking of a patio area by structures may, however, 
simply have sufficed.  
Some of the bigger platforms at Dzibilchaltún presented traces of more 
than one level, with separate smaller platforms built on top of them (Andrews V 
and Ringle 1992, 8). In these cases, houses would have stood mostly on the 
highest level (Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 8), although the superimposed 
platforms may also have been used for different activities (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 37). Similarly, house floors at Kaminaljuyú were often 
somewhat higher than the patio floor (Stenholm 1979, 140; Valdés and Poponoe 
de Hatch 1995, 344). Furthermore, some houses at Kaminaljuyú had evidence of a 
kind of porch in front of the house, looking onto the patio (fig. 24) (Stenholm 
1979, 139). This was the case as well for some houses at San José Mogote, as 
evidenced by postholes forming a line in front of the house, in which poles would 
have rested supporting an extension of the roof (fig. 25) (Flannery and Marcus 
2005, 316). These porch areas would clearly have been associated with the house.  
There is thus evidence of additional demarcations between the patio and 
the house structure. While this may suggest different degrees of privacy between 
areas of the patio group, these additional spatial boundaries may also be the result 
of more material concerns. A raised house floor could simply have provided 
additional protection from flooding for the sleeping area. A porch in front of a 
house as an extension of the roof could simply have been a convenient way to 
construct a sheltered outdoor space (Stenholm 1979, 139-140). Thus, the 
separations of different sections of the patio group, both by actual walls and more 
subtle features, may represent a separation of different sections on the basis of 
their purpose, rather than on the basis of privacy. Separations within the patio 
group may have reflected behavioral rather than social concerns.  
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We have already seen that houses often showed evidence of several 
construction phases, indicating that houses were periodically destroyed and 
reconstructed on the same spot. The continued presence of a house in the same 
location may indicate some type of proprietary use rights to that field, which may 
have been hereditary (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 80). The fact that some 
individuals presented cranial deformations at Dzibilchaltún (Steward 1975, 202) 
and San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 178), indicates that at least 
some social identity and status markers were bestowed upon individuals at birth, 
and seems to confirm the existence of inheritance mechanisms. Thus, a certain 
notion of inherited territoriality seems to have existed. 
 
 
 
Fig. 24: Plan and section of a porch area at Kaminaljuyú (Stenholm 1979, 140) 
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Fig. 25: Reconstruction of a house with porch at San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
316) 
 
 
Additional information on the degree to which space within a patio group 
was shared, such as whether doorways could be closed at all or not, the existence 
of additional fences, and the degree to which activity areas belonged to an 
individual house, is not available. The image that emerges, however, is that there 
was a certain connection between members of a patio group and that a certain 
amount of sharing was involved. Furthermore, it seems that patio groups as a 
whole were separated to some degree from public spaces, which makes them at 
least semi private contexts (Hendon 1991, 904). The systematic study of patio 
groups in Mesoamerican archaeology as a whole, rather than as the accumulation 
of several households, may tell us more about the notions of territory and privacy. 
In this way, the question of where a household ends and another begins can be 
addressed, allowing for a further study of the social relationships between their 
inhabitants.  
 
 
7.3 Demography 
 
Most houses at Dzibilchaltún consisted of a single room, and covered about 14 
m2, although rectangular houses tended to be slightly bigger than rounded ones 
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(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 27, 63, 301; Kurjack 1974, 50; Santillan 
1986, 403). Some larger houses with several, non-connecting rooms were also 
found (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 27, 63, 301; Kurjack 1974, 50; 
Santillan 1986, 406). 
 Though the structures themselves at El Remolino have been destroyed, 
some linear features were recovered. These seem to have been the result of debris 
swept against house walls (Wendt 2005a, 170; Wendt 2010, 108). Houses could 
thus be identified and appear to be roughly rectangular in shape and about 15 to 
40 m2, consisting of a single room (Wendt 2005b, 458). 
 House structures at Kaminaljuyú had an average size of 10 m2, although 
some were as large as 100 m2, and consisted of a single room (Michels 1979c, 65; 
Reynolds 1979, 265; Stenholm 1979, 133).  
 San José Mogote house were rectangular, with a ground plan of 3x5 to 4x6 
m (Flannery 1976a, 19; Winter 1986, 333). The houses consisted of a single room 
(Flannery 1976a, 24). 
The average area encompassed by the outer walls of the houses at 
Chalcatzingo was 64 m2 (Cyphers 1986, 302; Grove 1984, 69; Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 67) which makes these houses much larger than most of the 
households from the other case studies studied here, with only a few exceptions. 
Thin stone foundations were found within most houses here, suggesting that they 
were subdivided into several large rooms by partitions (Grove 1984, 69; 
Prindiville and Grove 1987, 67). It is not clear whether the different rooms were 
interconnected, because these thin partitions tend not to conserve very well. If the 
different rooms of each house had the same function as separate houses in other 
settlements, as we have seen may have been the case, then the size of these would 
actually correspond more or less to that of houses in the other case studies.  
In theory, it would be possible to say something about demography and 
the composition of families on the basis of house sizes. For example, it could be 
assumed that each house was occupied by a nuclear family, and a patio group 
represented an extended family. There are, however, several problems with this. 
First of all, as we have seen, the patio space was usually an integral part of a 
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household area, which means that, while it was probably not used as a primary 
location for sleeping, more space was available for household activities than the 
house structure alone, which means that one household could potentially contain 
more people. Not much focus is usually put, however, on the patios in 
archaeological research, and most often we don’t know much about their size, 
which makes it difficult to compare them in the different case studies. Assuming 
that there is a relationship between household surface and the number of people 
living within it, as is usually assumed (Casselberry 1974, 118; Hassan 1981, 64; 
Wiessner 1974), then we don’t have sufficient information about the actual extent 
of the living space to say much about it.  
Furthermore, there are many different formulas to calculate population 
size based on living areas (Casselberry 1974, 118; Hassan 1981, 64; Wiessner 
1974). Some have calculated different averages based on ethnographic data, 
arguing that a direct historical analogy is significant for this topic (Curet 1998), 
while others have noted that the correlation between the floor area of dwellings 
and the amount of people living there is often very poor, and that there is great 
variation both through time and among regions (Siegel 1990, 340). It is clear that 
there are large cultural variations in the amount of space and dwellings used by 
the same number of individuals around the world (Brown 1987), as well as 
variations within one culture based on the function, size, and layout of settlements 
(Wiessner 1974). Thus, it is possible that the same amount of space occupied by a 
household in one of the case studies sustained many more individuals than in 
another case study. An important ceremonial center such as Chalcatzingo, for 
example, may have had different kinds (and numbers) of people living in them 
than a simpler village such as El Remolino, or a vast settlement such as 
Kaminaljuyú. The same is true for different households within one site, as we 
could imagine that there would have been certain differences in the way space was 
used between elite and common households for instance. Furthermore, differences 
may occur simply based on personal preferences and intra-family relationships; 
family units may have changed over time as people, for example, founded a new 
household with only two members at the beginning but then expanding; habits and 
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population pressures may have changed over time, leading to changes in family 
units while the house and household areas remained more or less the same. The 
fact that population estimates for one site can vary by factors of ten (Arnold III 
2009, 402) strongly suggests that we simply don’t know much about the amount 
of space that was occupied by a certain number of people in archaeological 
settlements.  
The amount of burials found within household areas can’t tell us much 
about the number of inhabitants either, as it is clear that not all members of the 
household were buried there. If this had been the case, a higher number of burials 
than was found would be expected, unless the houses had a usage only spanning 
the lifetime of one family, which is problematic at least (Prindiville and Grove 
1987, 74). Furthermore, burials outside of house areas were found as well. It is 
also unknown for any of the case studies whether everyone actually ended up in 
archaeologically retrievable burials, and if not, which portion of the population 
would have.  
We don’t know how many people lived in a household, not to speak of 
their mutual ties. We will here, therefore, not make any assumptions about the 
composition of household members, as we simply don’t have the appropriate data 
or reliable methods to make any significant estimation.  
 
 
7.4 Gender 
 
Gender can be seen as a performance, a way of being through performances that 
are learned and practiced, and gain meaning through social interpretation (Butler 
1990, 25; Joyce 2000, 7). Gender divisions are grounded in biological differences 
between men and women, as well as in social and cultural conventions and 
worldviews. The categories of “men” or “women” are not unified categories, as 
there are crosscutting dimensions of seniority, race, class, sexuality, etc. that 
permeate identity (Douglass and Gonlin 2012b, 12; Joyce 2000, 3-5). However 
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gender may be conceived of in a given society, exceptions can exist (Joyce 2000, 
3-5). Gender is an issue concerning individuals which inscribes itself into a larger 
categorization and generalization of people in s society (Douglass and Gonlin 
2012b, 12; Joyce 2000, 6). It is part of people’s identity, but it is never the only 
element and not always the most important one. 
 There is a high probability that gender relations played an important role 
in the organization of households with regards to tasks, domains, and hierarchy. 
Here, I will explore what the household data can tell us about such relationships. 
 By the Post-Classic period in Mesoamerica it is clear that certain practices 
had clearly gendered connotations. Some argue therefore that these gendered 
practices originated during the Formative period (Joyce 2000, 50). However, the 
only activities which became heavily gendered and associated with the female 
were spinning and weaving, and there are no real data to support this task division 
in Formative times (Joyce 2000, 50).  
It has sometimes been argued that the fact that the traces of different 
activities occur in different areas of the household may be a result of more or less 
separate male and female working spaces (Flannery and Winter 1976, 42-43; 
Gonlin 2012, 97; Gougeon 2012, 151). As we have seen in the Chapter 6: Basic 
activities, when distribution patterns are clearly visible (i.e. in Chalcatzingo, 
Kaminaljuyú, and San José Mogote), the traces of obsidian and flint tool 
production tend to occur away from hearth areas. This pattern does, however, not 
necessarily have to be related to a division of space in gendered areas or to flint 
and obsidian working being male activities while cooking was considered female, 
as it is sometimes suggested (Flannery and Winter 1976, 43). This spatial 
distribution of tasks may also simply have been the result of a desire to keep small 
debris resulting from tool production from contaminating food, to keep debris 
from falling into the hearth as it can explode when exposed to fire, and to keep 
other activity areas free from extremely sharp flakes. Any physical separation 
between activity areas may reflect simple convenience or even the 
conceptualization of activities as separate without necessarily having to do with 
gender roles.  
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 Artifacts which may give us some information about gender differences 
are figurines. As we will see in Chapter 8: The role of ancestors, figurines tend to 
be preferentially female. While this is sometimes interpreted as an indication that 
these figurines had to do with fertility (Joyce 2000, 4), there is no clear reason 
why femininity would be linked to fertility more than masculinity. As the 
discussion in Chapter 8: The role of ancestors argues, this may instead indicate 
that women had a special function in divinatory practices. These objects are, in 
any case, about the only ones within the household contexts of the case studies 
that can more or less clearly be linked to gender. A further examination of the 
different markers of social identity such as headdresses, personal ornamentation, 
and cranial deformations may give us more clues about gender differences and 
similarities. 
 Further clues as to gender relations could have been observed in burial 
contexts. Differing burial treatments, contexts, and associated goods between 
male and female individuals might give interesting insights into this subject. 
However, significant data on the distribution and nature of male and female 
burials was absent from each of the present case studies, either because human 
remains were too deteriorated to systematically determine age and sex, or because 
a systematic study of burial contexts and contents has simply not been published. 
  
104 
 
Chapter 8 
The role of ancestors  
 
8.1 Burials 
 
In four out of the five case studies in this thesis, it was a rather common practice 
to bury people beneath houses or within the household area. Grove (1984, 71-72) 
found that all houses excavated during his project at Chalcatzingo contained 
burials beneath the house floor. Some burials were also found unassociated with 
houses, in areas with concentrations of burials, similar to cemeteries (Córdova 
Tello et al. 2010, 48-49; Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 63; Prindiville and Grove 
1987, 73). Most houses contained six to eight burials (Grove 1984, 72). Most 
graves were individual, but some also contained 2 or 3 individuals next to or 
above each other (Córdova Tello et al. 2010, 51-65). The skeletal sample was 
mostly too deteriorated to determine sex and age in any detail (Grove 1984, 72).  
At Dzibilchaltún burials were commonly found beneath the surface of 
residential platforms (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980). Men, women, and 
children were all encountered. Most of the burials were placed outside the house, 
within the residential courtyard, but some burials were placed within house 
structures (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 63). A few burials seem to have 
been placed beneath house surfaces prior to their construction or to the plastering 
of the floors, while others were placed there after construction (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 63, 68). Some individuals were buried directly beneath 
foundation or platform retaining walls (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 315). 
Burials were also found, however, in non-residential platforms of the ceremonial 
centers (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 53). 
At Kaminaljuyú burials were sometimes found beneath the patio or the 
house floor (Reynolds 1979, 233, 263), while other burials were present within 
middens (McInnis Thompson 2005, 315). More males than females were buried at 
Kaminaljuyú (McInnis Thompson 2005, 669).  
105 
 
Burials were very common in the household areas of San José Mogote 
(Winter 1976, 25). They were usually placed outside the house, but within a few 
meters of the main structure (Winter 1976, 25), and sometimes also beneath a 
house floor (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 178). Usually there were no more than 
two or three graves associated with one household (Winter 1976, 25; Winter 1986, 
333). Adult individuals, both men and women, as well as children and infants, 
were found in burials within the household areas (Winter 1976, 29). These were 
sometimes placed in specially prepared graves, but sometimes also simply 
positioned into old bell-shaped pits (Winter 1976, 29). In rare cases, a burial was 
found beneath the wall of a house, apparently placed there shortly before the 
structure was built (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 426). A clear pattern as to which 
kind of people (age, sex, etc) were buried in which type of grave has not been 
found (Winter 1976, 29). 
The only site where the practice of household burials was not confirmed is 
El Remolino. The varying water table and acidic soils (Wendt 2005a, 169-170) 
may very well be responsible for the deterioration of possible bone materials. This 
is all the more likely since, although animal bone material was recovered in the 
western part of the site (Coe and Diehl 1980, 50), it was absent from the 
excavations in the eastern part, which is the section where house structures were 
identified, and where one would expect the presence of both animal bone material 
and human burials. Differences in conservation factors between the two parts of 
the site may thus account for the discrepancies in the presence of bone material. If 
this is not the case, however, it would mean that animal bones were discarded at a 
different location than other debris (near the house), and that people were not 
usually buried beneath or close to houses, unless burials were missed due to 
sampling techniques. Because of these uncertainties, we will not take this site into 
account here.  
These data show clearly that it was a very widespread custom to bury at 
least some of the dead within the household area. It seems clear that the practice 
of burying the dead in such a close association with one of the most basic units of 
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daily human life had some implications. We will explore here what the reasons 
and meanings behind such a practice may have been.  
A first possible explanation might be that the burials were used as a 
foundation for the house. Fitzsimmons (2011, 54-56) notes that in many 
Mesoamerican traditions burials of kings or captives were often used to animate 
or ensoul ceremonial buildings or new construction phases of those buildings. It is 
possible that this practice could apply to common houses as well. These 
household burials may have served to ensoul the house (or group of houses), to 
initiate it by having it stand on ‘the first ancestor’ as a symbolic foundation. 
Ancestors thus symbolically become part of the physical foundation of the house, 
whether this is a stone foundation, a raised platform, or simply packed earth. This 
interpretation is strengthened by the fact that in Dzibilchaltún and San José 
Mogote, individuals were sometimes buried directly beneath the house walls. 
A practical problem with this theory is that an ancestor, a dead person, 
would have had to be ‘available’ for the construction of a house. I do not wish to 
argue for a human sacrifice oriented interpretation of this practice, since this 
would imply considerable numbers of human sacrifices for all strata of society, 
which I consider unlikely. It is possible, however, that new houses were built 
predominantly when a member of the household died. It seems that in all case 
studies, adult men and women, as well as children and infants have been found in 
the context of household burials, and sometimes more than one. This distribution 
makes it unlikely that only the death of a ‘founder’ or ‘head’ of household, for 
example, would have led to the foundation of a new house. Rather, the death of 
any member of the household may have been an incentive to move. Thus, a death 
in the household may, on some occasions, have been an incentive to build a new 
house with the deceased as its foundation, maybe as a way of dealing with grief, 
as a part of the mourning process. Again, the fact that in Dzibilchaltún and San 
José Mogote people were sometimes buried beneath the walls of a house would 
strengthen this interpretation, as this means that the burial of these individuals 
must have been part of the planning and construction process of a house. Thus, it 
is probable that in these cases the house was built around the time of death of an 
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individual, although there is also a possibility that the wall was placed on an old 
marked grave.  
If this is the case, the fact that sometimes several burials were found in 
association with one house can be explained in several ways. It may be that not 
every death necessitated the building of a new house. For instance only the death 
of a particular kind of member of the household, such as, for example, the last 
parent or grandparent, or that of a child of a certain age, may have led to a 
relocation or rebuilding of the house. Such a hypothesis could to some extent be 
verified by analyzing the age and sex of individuals found in household burials for 
the different case studies, which has not yet extensively been done. Another 
possibility is that people built a new house periodically when materials needed to 
be replaced, and that this was triggered by a death in the household around that 
time. Other members of the household who died would then simply have been 
buried in proximity to the household or elsewhere. It is also possible that, since 
most house structures in each of the case studies showed evidence of multiple 
construction phases, a new foundation burial was made for each new construction 
phase, resulting in the accumulation of graves beneath the house, while other 
individuals were buried elsewhere. This hypothesis as well could be tested by 
studying the relationship between construction phases and burials.  
The idea that not all burials associated with a household would have been 
foundation burials might, for example, explain the fact that some burials are found 
in patio’s and others beneath the house-floor. It is possible that only those burials 
that were placed directly beneath the floor of the house were foundation burials, 
while other burials are those of other members of the household. Here again it 
would be interesting to see if there are any trends visible in differences between 
burials beneath and around the house. It is also possible, however, that such a 
distinction between the interior and exterior of the house was not made, as the 
entire area seems to have been part of the household.  
This does not explain, however, why not all houses in each of the case 
studies had associated burials. It is possible that simply not everyone or not all 
cultural groups within a site shared the idea of foundation burials. It is also 
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possible that there is a data-recovery related bias, since deteriorated burials can be 
very hard to detect. A third possibility is that sometimes people built new houses 
for different reasons, with the foundation of a new family after a marriage for 
example. In such a case, the building of a new house structure would not have 
been associated with a death. 
It is, however, also entirely possible that such a foundation burial was not 
at all a practice associated with normal houses in the same way as with the 
ceremonial buildings which Fitzsimmons (2011) studies. As already mentioned, 
and as we will see further on in this chapter, ancestors seem to have formed an 
important part of society and everyday life in Mesoamerica. Thus, keeping close 
the graves of the ones who died can be seen as something natural. Burying dead 
relatives within the household area might be a way of simply keeping dead 
relatives close, to keep them tied to the household. In this way, the house is seen 
as a place of residence and of burial, and the people having lived within it remain 
a part of it even after their death (Barnhart 2002). It should be noted that this idea 
does not exclude the interpretation of foundation burials.  
If some burials were intended as a symbolic foundation and others simply 
as way to keep people close, or if none of these burials were actual foundation 
burials, then it seems likely that at least some of the burials were made after the 
construction of a house and during the inhabitation of a household area. In this 
case a hole would have had to be dug in the floor of the house or patio, which is a 
major intervention within a living space. While the hole would presumably have 
been filled up quickly, this does leave a mark in the floor which would have 
stayed visible for a long time before homogenizing with the rest of the floor 
through trampling. Furthermore, some houses in Chalcatzingo, Dzibilchaltún, 
Kaminaljuyú, and San José Mogote had plastered floors, floors with specially 
prepared layers, gravel subfloors, layers of fine sand on the floor, or floors paved 
with flagstones, for all of which the placement of a burial beneath it would have 
implicated special reparations. The fact that graves often contained multiple 
individuals at Chalcatzingo (Córdova Tello et al. 2010, 51-65), and that many of 
the burials at Dzibilchaltún were secondary (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 
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315) also suggests that graves were often marked, or at least the memory of where 
they were situated was preserved so that they could sometimes be reopened. The 
temporal relationships between burials and floors for each of the case studies have 
either not been studied or were not visible, but these kinds of data might tell us 
more about the nature and the implications of household burials. 
While we have not explained the existence of actual cemeteries, similar to 
the ones we know in Western society, used by the entire village and without 
connection to a particular household, such as have been located in Chalcatzingo, 
or the fact that individuals were sometimes placed with trash disposal, such as in 
Kaminaljuyú, or in old bell-shaped pits, such as in San José Mogote, the 
hypotheses presented here are not incompatible with such practices. It might seem 
that this occurrence favors the idea of foundation burials, since it would suggest 
that deceased individuals who did not have a clear role to play within the 
household were disposed of differently and away from the household. There 
might be a difference between the people buried within household areas and those 
buried elsewhere, but this needs to be studied further. 
The fact is that household burials in the case studies presented here have 
not been extensively studied or, when they have been, not focusing on such 
themes as contexts and temporal relationships, which makes it hard to tell what 
trends might be visible. There are, however, some possibilities to, at least partly, 
test the hypotheses proposed here. A systematic study of the characteristics of all 
published household burials in each of the sites, for example, would be extremely 
useful. Questions of which genders, sexes, and ages are represented in burials 
beneath houses or patios and elsewhere may tell us more about the meanings and 
implications of household burials. Whether burials beneath houses were placed 
there before the building of the house or afterwards may also provide us with 
further insights into the matter. However, whether household burials had 
foundational purposes or otherwise, it is clear that the practice of burying some 
individuals within the household area was widespread and must have linked the 
place and the people living in it to their ancestors.  
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8.2 Domestic ancestor rituals 
 
The place ancestors had in daily life is not only evidenced by household burials. It 
seems that they had an important role to play within the household. There are, as 
we will see, reasons to interpret some rituals of which traces can be found in the 
household contexts of the case studies as relating to ancestors. These kinds of 
rituals attest that the household was not only a home for the living, but continued 
to be one after death. Anthropomorphic figurines are particularly interesting in 
this discussion. These objects were clearly connected to households and seem to 
have participated in important household rituals. 
Anthropomorphic figurines were found throughout household areas in all 
of the case studies. Only in Dzibilchaltún were they very rare and fragmentary, 
and not much can be said about their appearance, other than that they were usually 
rather simple (Taschek 1994, 227).  
Anthropomorphic figurines were abundant in Chalcatzingo during the 
Cantera phase (Grove 1984, 85). They were found within households in 
association with other household debris (Cyphers 1993, 217; Gillespie 1987, 264). 
The main distinctions between the anthropomorphic figurines are their 
headdresses and the positions of the arms and legs, while the faces and bodies are 
generalized human representations (fig. 26). The bodies often emphasize female 
sexual traits, but male figurines were present as well (Cyphers 1993; Grove 1984, 
85). Some of the figurines present traces of pigments (Grove 1984, 107). 
Fragments of larger hollow figurines were also found (Grove 1984, 85). A 
classification of the figurines was made based on the features of the faces (Grove 
1984; Harlan 1987), but since the differences between the faces are small and 
could easily be the result of the personal style of the manufacturers, we will not 
take this classification into account here.  
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Fig. 26: Anthropomorphic figurines from Chalcatzingo (Grove 1984, 138-139) 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 27: Figurine heads from El Remolino (Wendt 2010, 118) 
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Anthropomorphic figurines were also present at El Remolino (Wendt 
2010, 116). Both hollow and solid figurine fragments were found in the household 
debris (Wendt 2010, 116). Not many heads were retrieved, but these seem to have 
rather stereotypical features and are typically Olmec in style (fig. 27) (Wendt 
2010, 116, 118). 
Figurines were quite common in Kaminaljuyú households as well, both 
within and around the houses and in refuse areas (Reynolds 1979, 263; Stenholm 
1979, 123). These were mostly solid clay representations of about 15 cm high,  
most were broken, and some hollow figurines were encountered as well 
(Stenholm 1979, 123 Wetherington 1978d, 303-310). Figurines could have 
different colors of slip applied to them and presented different types of hair styles, 
headdresses, personal ornamentation, and possibly cranial deformations (fig. 28) 
(Wetherington 1978d, 303-310). Individuals are represented in a standing or 
seated (legs either extended or crossed) position (Wetherington 1978d, 312). 
Female figurines are more frequent than males, and some females appear to be 
pregnant or hold a child in their arms (Wetherington 1978d, 312). Differences in 
faces may indicate that some were made as portraits of particular individuals, 
although the fact that facial characteristics could be classified into artistic and 
temporal categories seems to indicate that facial differences were mostly the result 
of the personal artistic styles of the potters who made them (Wetherington 1978d, 
303-310).  
In San José Mogote, anthropomorphic figurines were found in all 
household areas. These objects occurred mostly in the same contexts as potsherds, 
i.e. in domestic refuse (on household floors or in the debris between houses), and 
sometimes buried in caches beneath the house floor (Flannery 1976d, 336-338; 
Flannery and Marcus 2005, 88-93). Some of them wear costumes and masks of 
(fantastic) animals (Flannery 1976d, 336-338; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93). 
Most figurines however are simple representations of generic human bodies, and 
were mostly differentiated on the basis of their hairdos, headdresses and personal 
ornamentation (fig. 29) (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 88-93). Both men and 
women were represented, some sitting, others standing (Flannery and Marcus 
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2005, 89). Fragments of larger hollow dolls were found as well (Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 89-93).  
 
 
Fig. 28: Figurine heads from Kaminaljuyú (Wetherington 1978d, 307) 
 
 
 
Fig. 29: Anthropomorphic figurines from San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 90-92, 
346) 
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Flannery and Marcus (2005, 88-93) found a possible interpretation for 
these objects in ethnographic parallels. Marcus (1998, 15-30) notes that 
ethnographic studies worldwide show that ancestor rituals to maintain contact 
with deceased family members are widespread. Based on studies from Japan, 
China, and Africa, as well as observations of historical Zapotec practices, she 
shows that the following general trends can be observed for these rituals. 
Ancestors are invoked through ritual, and offerings are made to them because they 
are thought to remain actively involved in the affairs of the family. They advise, 
guide and intercede with powerful supernaturals on their descendants’ behalf. 
Small figurines are generally seen as a venue to which the spirits of recent 
ancestors can return (fig. 30). Death is thought to bring about a loss of 
individuality, which is why the faces of the figurines are usually stereotyped. Only 
their social status and rank are sometimes represented by specific attributes. 
Although details may vary, Marcus observes these to be common characteristics 
of ancestor rituals worldwide (Marcus 1998, 15-30). 
 
 
Fig. 30: Zapotec woman engaged in ancestral ritual (drawing by Klausmeyer in Flannery and 
Marcus 2005, 89) 
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It is clear that many of the figurines from the case studies considered here 
present similarities to the ones described by Marcus as being used in ancestor 
rituals worldwide. Differences between faces within one site seem to be due 
mainly to the personal style of each specific producer of the figurines or to 
stylistic trends rather than to a desire to differentiate individual physical attributes. 
What does differentiate these figurines is sex, hairdo, personal ornamentation, or 
skull deformation. The fact that the figurines are found inside household areas is 
consistent with the idea that ancestors are present throughout daily life. 
Another aspect that is very similar to the ethnographic occurrences of 
ancestor figurines are the stereotyped faces and bodies with personal attributes to 
convey social identity. It is seen throughout Mesoamerica that in particular 
headdresses and skull deformations were used to mark social identity (Houston et 
al. 2006, 68-72). Thus, it would seem that, indeed, personal identity was not an 
important aspect for these figurines, but rather their social identity as represented 
by specific attributes. This not only refers to the identity in life of the person 
represented, but also reflects the continued existence of a social identity after 
death, following the conception of the dead as noted by Marcus (1998, 15-30) and 
Fowler (2004, 79-100). 
Although I could not find any clear accounts of the use of ancestor 
figurines in modern Mesoamerican societies apart from the observations by 
Marcus (1998), it is true that these pre-colonial clay figurines are still used today 
in many indigenous societies in Mesoamerica (for examples see Wauchope and 
Vogt 1969), and are considered to be, while not clearly humans, beings from the 
past (Ravicz and Kimball Romney 1969, 394). They are often used to ask for 
advice in divination rituals (Weitlaner 1969, 443, 446). Furthermore, in modern 
Mexican societies, ancestors are still thought to be able to come back to our 
world, in particular on the ‘Day of the Dead’. These observations are, if not proof, 
at least consistent with a worldview supporting figurines as a way of 
communicating with ancestors. 
Fitzsimmons (2011, 53-54) argues that there is evidence suggesting that 
the dead were invoked, conjured, and negotiated with amongst the Classic Maya. 
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Ancestors were seen as indispensible social actors (Fitzsimmons 2011, 53). If this 
idea was indeed shared throughout Mesoamerican cultures, it is at least evidence 
that rituals would have taken place in order to communicate with ancestors.  
There is evidence to suggest that the ancient Maya had an understanding 
of representation which used an extendible essence shared between images and 
what they portray (Houston et al. 2006, 72-76). Thus, an image can be seen as not 
a mere representation: it actually contains part of the essence or life-force of what 
it represents. It is very possible that this idea extends to the whole of Mesoamerica 
(Houston et al. 2006, 74). This perception of representation is very consistent with 
the idea that ancestors can be interacted with through figurines which representing 
of them, as they would be, in a way, the same entity. 
Both in Chalcatzingo and in Kaminaljuyú, more female figurines were 
found than male ones. Some have taken this to mean that the figurines had a 
function tied to fertility rather than to ancestors (Wetherington 1978d, 312). 
However, this might also mean that women had a special role in divination, and 
were therefore overrepresented in the figurines used for consulting ancestors. This 
would be consistent with the idea that, in central Mexico, the goddess Oxomoco, 
one of the gods who created the calendar, is the patron of divination (Rojas 
Martínez Gracida 2012, 143). Furthermore, it seems that today in the Mixe area, it 
is primarily women who are responsible for divination rituals (Rojas Martínez 
Gracida 2012, 143), supporting the idea that women may indeed have had a 
special role in divination rituals in prehistoric times as well, in any case in the 
context of the household. The fact that many of the female figurines at 
Kaminaljuyú were either pregnant or held an infant in their arms might then be 
due to pregnancy and childbirth being either an important cause of death for 
women, or to motherhood being an important factor of social identity at 
Kaminaljuyú.  
Although these arguments may not present definitive evidence for the 
interpretation that these figurines were used in the same way in the case studies 
presented here, they do present a strong case for it. It can be argued that the 
discovery of worldwide patterns (see Marcus 1998) increases the likelihood that 
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ethnographic analogies rest on solid ground (Ember and Ember 1995). If we add 
to that the fact that similar practices and beliefs can be observed in modern 
descendants of the ancient Mesoamerican cultures we study, as well as common 
ideas about ancestors and representations in ancient Mesoamerica, there is quite a 
strong case to be made for the interpretation of these figurines as playing a role in 
ancestor rituals.  
This does not mean, however, that all figurines found in the case studies 
are to be interpreted as ancestor figurines. Figurines with different aspects, such as 
hollow ones, figurines with certain attributes such as masks and costumes, may 
have had different, unidentified functions.  If the few figurines found in 
Dzibilchaltún were used for ancestor rituals, then these rituals must have been far 
less frequent and widespread than they appear to have been in the other case 
studies. This does not mean that ancestors did not have the same role or were not 
venerated, but rather that we have no clear evidence that point to rituals having to 
do with them.  
Furthermore, figurines may not have been the only objects involved in 
rituals with ancestral connotations. For example, imported stingray spines and 
long obsidian needles were common in the households of Chalcatzingo (Grove 
1984, 108). Stingray spines were sometime also associated with elite burials at 
Kaminaljuyú (McInnis Thompson 2005, 673, 675). Sharp objects, such as stingray 
spines, needles, imitations of fish spines made from bone, and shark teeth were 
found in most households of San José Mogote (Flannery 1976, 341-344; Flannery 
and Marcus 2005, 95-96). These objects have been interpreted as evidence of self-
sacrifices in the form of ritual bloodlettings, as seems to have been a widespread 
practice in ancient Mesoamerica (Flannery 1976, 341-344; Flannery and Marcus 
2005, 95-96; Grove 1984, 108). Bloodletting has sometimes been linked to 
offerings to ancestors or communicating with them (Barnhart 2002, 145). 
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8.3 Ancestors in daily life 
 
If we accept the interpretation of at least some of the anthropomorphic figurines 
found at each of the sites (with the exception of Dzibilchaltún), and considering 
that burials within the household area are very common (although this is not sure 
for El Remolino), it becomes clear that Formative Mesoamerican people lived 
close to their ancestors. The ancestors were present in everyday life and not 
simply departed: they still had an important role to play. This is consistent with 
the notion that mortuary rites following the death of a person can be seen as a rite 
of passage like any other, the passing of a person from one social identity to the 
other (Fowler 2004, 79-80). The dead were not removed from society, but 
reintegrated into it with a new role (Fowler 2004, 80-81).  
This idea is very much reflected in the way ancestors seem to have been 
dealt with in the case studies. The fact that bodies of the deceased were often 
buried within the household context, whether to serve as a symbolical foundation 
for a new household or simply to keep them close, shows that people believed that 
ancestors still had a role to play in life, that they are not entirely gone from this 
realm. The idea that figurines could be used to communicate with the ancestors is 
an even more explicit showcase of the continuing identity and social role of 
ancestors after their death. Ancestors were very much linked to the basis of daily 
life. Ancestors can thus be said to have played an important role in life at all 
levels of society, both in the worldview of people and directly influencing the way 
they lived.  
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Chapter 9 
Worldview expressions  
 
9.4 Decorations and imagery 
  9.4.1 Decorations in the household 
 
Images that were present throughout the household, and thus were seen by 
individuals on a daily basis throughout their lives, may not only have had certain 
ritual and symbolic meanings, they would also have contributed to the formation 
of a worldview and a sense of identity. Here, the images present at the household 
level for each of the cases studies will be considered. It should be kept in mind, 
however, that many more images and decorations may have been present on 
perishable materials, which can’t be taken into consideration here.  
Many different ceramic styles were distinguished at Chalcatzingo, but 
most of them presented abstract, geometric incisions or paintings as decorations 
(fig. 31), although some of these may be unidentified stylized representations 
(Cyphers 1987). The tripod braziers used for cooking usually had hollow plain or 
zoomorphic prongs (fig. 14).  
 
 
Fig. 31: Ceramic plate with abstract decorations from Chalcatzingo (Grove 1984, 42) 
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When pottery was decorated at Dzibilchaltún, it mostly presented 
polychrome or incised geometrical or abstract motifs without clearly identifiable 
representations (Andrews IV 1962, 162-163; Andrews IV 1975, 41). Different 
types, colors, and techniques were used both for the making and the decoration of 
pottery, but clear patterns of which types of pottery were used for which type of 
activity were not identified (Andrews IV 1975, 41). 
Only very few of the ceramic remains found at El Remolino were 
decorated with incisions and carvings (fig. 32) (Wendt 2010, 1109). The ones that 
were, were almost always of fine quality (Wendt 2010, 109). Other decorations 
like red-slipped rims and plastic decorations were also very rare (Wendt 2010, 
110, 112). Most decorations consisted of geometrical or abstract motifs (Wendt 
2010, 110). Poor preservation conditions, however, are very likely to have 
reduced the amount of polychrome sherds observed at the site as paint and paste 
would have degraded (Wendt 2010, 109). The full extent of pottery decoration at 
El Remolino can therefore not be reconstructed.  
 
 
Fig. 32: Example of incised motifs on ceramics from El Remolino (Wendt 2010, 111) 
 
 
Most of the utilitarian ceramics at Kaminaljuyú were unadorned or 
decorated with simple, geometrical or abstract designs painted or incised (fig. 33) 
(Reynolds 1979, 263; Wetherington 1978b, 123-132). Different colors of slip 
were used (Wetherington 1978b, 123). Only during the Terminal Formative phase 
did some vessels with anthropomorphic or zoomorphic face motifs appear, as well 
as adornos of humans, canines, felines, and birds (Wetherington 1978b, 126; 
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Wetherington 1978d, 314). Incense burners sometimes had appliquéd effigies, but 
most were plain or simply decorated with painted or incised motifs (de Gonzalez 
and Wetherington 1978, 283). 
 
 
Fig. 33: Example of abstract decorations on ceramics at Kaminaljuyú (Wetherington 1978a, 63) 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 34: Example of abstract motifs on ceramics at San José Mogote (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
160) 
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Fig. 35: Roller stamps, shown to the lefts, and flat stamps, shown to the right, from Chalcatzingo 
(Grove 1987a, 275) 
 
 
Pottery used in San José Mogote households was often decorated with 
incised geometrical or abstract motifs (fig. 34) (Plog 1976, 264-266). Only very 
few vessels with clearly representational decorations, including anthropomorphic 
and zoomorphic motifs, were found (Plog 1976, 264-266). 
Clay cylindrical stamps (fig. 35) at Chalcatzingo seem to have been used 
in order to create long patterned stripes of geometric motifs (Grove 1984, 107). 
Although conclusive evidence about what the pigments were actually used for is 
lacking, they may have been used for example for decorating the body, objects, or 
the house, which we know was painted at least with white pigments. Other, less 
frequent, objects include miniature vessels imitating normal ceramic forms and 
flat ceramic stamps with a handle on the back, representing feet, anthropomorphic 
figures, and abstract motifs (fig. 35) (Córdova Tello et al. 2010; Grove 1987a). 
Similarly, some clay stamps, both roller stamps and flat stamps, were also found 
in household contexts or middens at Kaminaljuyú (Valdés 1997, 83; Valdés and 
Kaplan 2000, 338). These had mostly geometrical or abstract motifs (Valdés 
1997, 90). 
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  9.4.2 Decorative functions 
 
While at most sites correlations between function and decoration have not been 
systematically researched, it should be noted that at El Remolino, ceramic forms 
related to the serving of food were more frequently decorated than those related to 
cooking (Wendt 2010, 114). For these serving forms, the smaller ones, related to 
single-servings, were much more frequently decorated than the larger examples 
(Wendt 2010, 114-116). Decorations were also much more frequent on bowls 
with outslanting rims (with an angle between 40 and 60 degrees), which would 
not have facilitated display of these decorations as much as more vertical rims 
(Wendt 2010, 114). Plates were never decorated apart from single lines incised on 
the rim (Wendt 2010, 115). It thus seems that serving ware was not decorated with 
the purpose of displaying motifs to large groups of people. It is possible, 
therefore, that these decorations had a more private function. Specific vessels can 
be selected for specific individuals with the purpose of conveying information to 
individuals within the household context, such as a specific social identity or 
status (Wendt 2010, 119). This, however, needs to be studied further, and with a 
wider scope.  
Furthermore, one kind of pottery at El Remolino (namely tecomates) that 
would have been ideal for cooking was also relatively frequently found with a 
smaller than average orifices (Wendt 2010, 112). Most of these were covered in 
red slip and often had plastic decorative elements (Wendt 2010, 112). This 
suggests that these vessels had a different function than the more frequent larger 
and simpler ones, and were possibly used for cooking special or specific meals, 
for display, ritual, or medicinal uses, for example (Wendt 2010, 112). In the same 
way, most cylindrical jars, probably used for cooking and/or storage, had a 
diameter of 6 to 14 cm, but others were much larger, with a diameter between 20 
and 32 cm (Wendt 2010, 112). Only the largest examples presented decorations in 
the form of incisions, suggesting that these had a special function (Wendt 2010, 
114). Decorations were thus most frequent on ceramics that had other than 
average dimensions (Wendt 2010, 112, 114). There thus seems to be a 
relationship between decoration and function of ceramics, possibly because 
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people could only afford fine decorated ware for special functions, but maybe also 
because the decorations had special meanings tied to the activities performed with 
them. Again, it would be interesting to study these types of distributions and 
functions for ceramics for the other case studies. 
We have seen that most of the utilitarian ceramics at Chalcatzingo are 
made in the same styles as in the rest of the Tlatilco zone (Cyphers 1987; Grove 
1984, 80-83), while many ceramics found in elite contexts, as well as those 
associated with ritual activities, are extremely similar to Olmec ceramics (Grove 
1984, 88-106). It is known that different sub-groups within one society sometimes 
use different styles in order to demarcate themselves from each other and signify 
belonging to a given sub-group (David and Kramer 2001, 168-224), and this 
seems to have been the case at Chalcatzingo. Furthermore, the Olmec rulers are 
thought to have claimed to be descended from mythical lineages (Magni 2003, 
283; Toby Evans 2008, 144), and it is very possible that the rulers at Chalcatzingo 
used Olmec styles in order to make explicit their descent from Olmec lineages in 
order to legitimate their power. It is also possible, and these possibilities are not 
mutually exclusive, that these different styles were simply used to mark different 
spheres. In that case, a kind of “diglossia” (Fergusson 1959) of styles is created: 
one style is used in elite and ritual spheres, while the other is used in ordinary, 
common contexts, and neither one of the styles is considered to be foreign. The 
styles are simply used as different languages appropriate for different situations, 
as is the case with diglossia in linguistics (Fergusson 1959). This last explanation 
could also apply for the decorations at El Remolino. 
 
 
9.5 Orientations 
 
The orientation of structures at each of the sites considered here were usually 
determined in publications to be site-wide and relevant, but in a few cases this 
subject was not extensively studied. In those cases, tentative orientations will be 
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given based on a visual examination of the published maps and images available. 
These last orientations are, of course, provisional and insufficient for any detailed 
study, and further research should be done to confirm them. For the purposes of 
this thesis, however, they are considered to suffice. Consistent orientations would 
have had a major impact on the residential landscape, and the points towards 
which structures and burials were oriented would have been important. Consistent 
orientations can thus give us clues about the way the world was perceived to be 
organized.  
At Chalcatzingo the orientation of structures was very consistent, for 
public and ritual structures as well as for domestic ones, indicating that these 
alignments were meaningful (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 76). The general trend 
of alignments is slightly east of north (by 1° to 2°), with the walls of each house 
almost aligned on the four cardinal directions (Grove et al. 1976, 1205; Prindiville 
and Grove 1987, 76-78). All burials beneath the houses and elsewhere were also 
more or less aligned on the cardinal directions, although this has not clearly been 
studied (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 63-82; Grove and Cyphers 1987, 28-53). No 
clear point in the landscape has been determined which could be the object of 
these orientations (Prindiville and Grove 1987, 78).  
Formative platforms at Dzibilchaltún had a relatively consistent 
orientation of about 10° east of north, with the walls almost aligned on the 
cardinal points (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 42). Furthermore, patios often 
seem to have been open on the eastern side, where a small shrine was placed 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 23; Kurjack 1974, 79). For as far as could be 
told (many burials were either of secondary nature with scattered bones, or too 
disturbed or deteriorated to identify a clear orientation), burials were also more or 
less aligned on the cardinal directions (Steward 1075). 
Structures at El Remolino, for so far as could be determined, seem to have 
been oriented a few degrees east of north (Wendt 2005b, 458), although this has 
not clearly been studied.  
Architectural alignments at Kaminaljuyú have a general north-northeast 
orientation (Michels 1979c, 25; Wetherington 1978c, 191). This corresponds more 
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or less to the general orientation of the lake on the shores of which the site was 
initially settled (Michels 1979b, 293). Burials, however, tended to be oriented on 
the cardinal directions (McInnis Thompson 2005, 413). 
Households at San José Mogote were usually oriented approximately to 
the north or slightly east of north, with the walls aligned on the cardinal points 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005). Burials were also usually aligned on the cardinal 
directions (Flannery and Marcus 2005), although further research should be done 
on this subject in order to confirm this. 
 It is striking that, while orientations at each of the sites were not exactly 
the same, a slightly east of north orientation could be observed for house 
constructions in each of the case studies. It is not clear, however, for any of the 
case studies what the object of these orientations was, as no clear physical points 
in the landscape could be designated for this purpose. It is therefore a sensible 
assumption that these orientations referred to an astronomical phenomenon, as it 
would explain the fact that the orientations are so similar. Furthermore, this might 
explain the slight differences between sites, as astronomical bodies have slightly 
different positions in the sky depending on latitude. This hypothesis needs, 
however, to be verified for each of the case studies, taking into account their 
geographical position. The fact that houses were usually arranged in patio groups 
indicates that door location may not have been of importance here, although the 
openness of patios to the east at Dzibilchaltún may be of significance. 
Furthermore, an analysis of door location in the case of isolated houses or of the 
oldest house in a patio group (whenever it can be identified) might give further 
insight. 
Another interesting phenomenon linked to orientation is that burials 
always seem to be aligned more or less on the cardinal directions. Even when 
structures have a deviation from these, burials can be seen to be aligned much 
more precisely on the cardinal directions (fig. 36 and 37). The universality for this 
needs, however, to be verified for each of the case studies, as this observation 
rests primarily on unsystematic visual analyses on my part, using the published 
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literature and images. If it is confirmed then it can be presumed that these 
orientations have to do with the trajectory of the sun.  
 Whatever the actual objects of these orientations were, there is a consistent 
trend throughout each of the case studies. More research is, of course, needed in 
order to confirm this, but it does seem that there was some pan-Mesoamerican 
convention and belief about how houses and burials should be oriented. 
 
 
Fig. 36: Ground plan of a house at Chalcatzingo showing burials (Grove and Cyphers 1987, 28) 
 
 
 
Fig. 37: Ground plan of a house at San José Mogote showing burials (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
177)  
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Part IV 
Households in the 
community 
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Chapter 10 
Elite households 
 
10.1 Definition 
 
The terms “elite” and “common” are often taken more or less for granted in 
archaeology (Chase and Chase 1992, 3). However, it is not always clear what 
these terms actually imply. First of all, the two terms don’t make sense one 
without the other, as in archaeological research their identification rests on the 
differences between the two. An “elite” assemblage can only be identified when it 
differs from a non-elite one. An assemblage considered to be “common” in one 
site can be considered “elite” in another one by contrast with other assemblages 
(Chase and Chase 1992, 5).  
 When we talk about “elite”, it is usually understood that there is a group of 
people who have an advantage in the form of power and/or wealth over other 
people (Chase and Chase 1992, 3; Hirth 1992, 18). What the nature and origin of 
this power and wealth are, however, is not always clear. It can be achieved, for 
example, by special knowledge of supernatural and sacred things, specialized 
skills, the exclusive access to certain materials because of a beneficial location, 
special knowledge of the way society is organized, belonging to a special lineage, 
etc. (Trigger 2003, 541).  
The relationships between power and wealth are complex, and may differ 
from case to case (Chase and Chase 1992, 4). Their origins and nature are often 
unknown. However, it seems that, whether “elitism” is ceremonial, sacred, 
economical, or political in nature, elite contexts can be characterized by a greater 
claim to goods and services as compared to non-elite or “common” contexts 
(Grove 1984, 70-72; Hirth 1992, 18; Trigger 2003, 541). Thus, “elite” and 
“common” contexts can be differentiated within the archaeological record, 
without necessarily implying exactly how a status was obtained or what its nature 
was.  
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In this thesis, “elite” household contexts will therefore be defined by the 
relative amount of effort put into the structures, features (e.g. good quality 
materials, well made, and/or on a larger scale), and burials (e.g. many grave 
goods, stone tombs), as well as the presence of good quality, well-made artifacts, 
and an abundance of exotic materials, all as compared to other households in the 
vicinity, which are thus defined as “common” (Chase and Chase 1992, 4; Grove 
1984, 70-72; Hirth 1992, 19; Trigger 2003, 541). The elite category is here thus 
defined on the basis of archaeologically visible differences in access to resources. 
This is not to say that other distinctions between social classes were not present, 
but these are not as visible in terms of power and wealth (Chase and Chase 1992, 
3).  
 This chapter is divided into subchapters about the differences between 
elite and non-elite structures, burials, specialized activities, ritual implements and 
other factors. It should be understood, however, that the identification of elite 
households rests on the combination of each of these factors. Any of these factors 
taken in isolation is not always sufficient to identify a residence as elite or 
common, and they should always be looked at in conjunction with each other and 
their context (Chase and Chase 1992, 11, 15). It should also be noted that many of 
the basic activities performed in household contexts such as seen in the Chapter 
6: Basic activities were present in common households as well as in elite ones, as 
these activities form a great part of what allows us to identify households as such. 
Furthermore, the site of El Remolino will not be taken into account in this chapter, 
since no data on status differences was found. This may be due to the egalitarian 
nature of the settlement, but it is also very probable that data on status differences 
have simply been lost due to the erosion of a large portion of the site. 
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10.2 Identifying the elite 
  10.2.1 Structures 
 
The house on Terrace 1 at Chalcatzingo was slightly bigger than the other ones, 
84 m2 while the average size was 64 m2, but otherwise identical to the other house 
structures recovered at the site (Grove 1984, 70). It faces west onto a courtyard 
(800 m2) with two smaller structures bordering it on the south side (Grove 1984, 
70).  
At Dzibilchaltun, three types of platforms were distinguished based on 
area and volume of the platforms (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 42; Ringle 
and Andrews V 1988, 178). The smallest platforms, type 1, covered 40 m2 or less, 
and almost half of all mapped platforms corresponded to this type (Ringle and 
Andrews V 1988, 179-180). Type 2 platforms designated all the larger platforms, 
except for the ceremonial ones around the main plaza (Ringle and Andrews V 
1988, 179-180). These could sometimes cover as much as 1.500 m2 (Andrews V 
and Ringle 1992, 8). These represent almost the other half of all platforms at the 
site. The remainder of the platforms, type 3, represent those of the ceremonial 
center (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 180). Platforms larger than 40 m2 (Type 2) 
usually had retaining walls to consolidate them (Andrews IV and Andrews V 
1980, 286; Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 7; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 186). 
 A few houses at Kaminaljuyú rested on natural or artificial rectangular 
platforms up to 3 m high, necessitating a few stone or earthen steps for access, 
and were often located on the highest points in the landscape (Reynolds 1979, 
261; Sanders et al. 1974, 100). These had particularly even and well-made house 
and patio floors (Reynolds 1979, 261). Some of their wall surfaces, contrary to 
most other residential structures, were painted, as evidenced by fired remains of 
adobe and wattle and daub (Reynolds 1979, 261). They relatively often contained 
large posts and/or stone foundations (Reynolds 1979, 261). 
 At San José Mogote some structures had parts of their floor covered in 
stucco (Winter 1986, 335-336). Apart from that, no clear differences in 
architecture were seen at the site that might point at status differences. 
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  10.2.2 Burials 
 
Many of the Chalcatzingo graves were similar in terms of grave goods and 
embellishment of the grave, but some were far more elaborate. Grove (1984, 72) 
ranked all of the Cantera phase household burials based on the elaborateness of 
the grave (labor expenditure), as well as on grave goods (common, exotic, etc.). 
The lowest social level that Grove (1984, 72) identified based on grave goods was 
defined by the lack of any ceramic vessels or major artifacts within the grave, 
which corresponds to 35% of the household graves from his sample. The second 
level he identified (60% of the sample) corresponds to burials with one or more 
ceramic vessels. The highest level burials contained jadeite objects, which is a 
rare imported material, other greenstone ornaments, and carved stone, with or 
without ceramic vessels. The jadeite ornaments present in graves were always 
broken, meaning that they were either broken intentionally or that only non-
functional ornaments were buried (Grove 1984, 74). Grove (1984, 73) observed a 
high correlation between jade offerings and stone crypt graves (representing 11% 
of all graves), which require a greater labor investment than the common 
unadorned pit graves and graves with several stones placed at some section of the 
body. Crypt graves were only found under the Terrace 1 residence, as well as 
under other public and ceremonial spaces, and thus seem to have been restricted to 
some important individuals (Grove 1984, 73). The distribution of the other types 
of burials isn’t as clear. The Terrace 1 residence contained a total of 38 burials 
comprising both crypts and simpler burials, while other households were usually 
associated with only six to eight burials (Grove 1984, 72). 
 At Dzibilchaltún, individuals occasionally presented cranial deformations, 
which may be markers of social status (Steward 1975, 202). Most of the burials 
were simple, the remains being deposed directly into the ground (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 314-316). Few grave goods were buried, but some individuals 
did receive personal ornamentations or complete vessels, possibly having 
contained something (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 39, 314-316; Taschek 
1994, 225). Some burials in urns were found as well, mostly containing the non-
cremated remains of children or infants (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 39-
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40, 314). Very few crypt burials were recovered, but these were most often looted, 
making it difficult to say anything about the people buried within them (Andrews 
IV and Andrews V 1980, 65). Some individuals were found with bones missing, 
most often the skull, and some separate skulls were also present (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 315). Sometimes bones were also intentionally broken or 
otherwise worked before burial (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 39). Some 
individuals thus received special treatment after death, which may also be 
indications of social status (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 315).  
Most burials at Kaminaljuyú were simple and contained some grave goods 
in the form of a few of the finer types of ceramic vessels and other utilitarian 
artifacts such as obsidian blades, manos, and metates (Sanders et al. 1974, 102). 
Sometimes objects with ritual connotations were also buried as grave goods, such 
as incense burners, figurines, and effigy vessels (Reynolds 1979, 234; Stenholm 
1979, 155). Burials in common contexts, however, lacked elite grave goods such 
as very good quality ceramics, red pigments, stingray spines, and other exotic 
materials (McInnis Thompson 2005, 673, 675; Reynolds 1979, 263). Only a few 
tombs were found at Kaminaljuyú, always in association with house structures 
built on top of platforms, although these were also associated with more simple 
graves (Sanders et al. 1974, 102). Tomb burials were associated with a great 
abundance of grave goods, utilitarian as well as decorative objects, such as 
jewelry, mica, iron ore mirrors, and exotic materials (Sanders et al. 1974, 102).  
 At San José Mogote, some individuals presented cranial deformations 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005, 178). Most burials were simple, although some 
tombs were found as well (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 431). Few grave goods 
accompanied the dead, though a few individuals received greenstone ornaments 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005, 431). Vessels, figurines, and shells were also 
relatively frequent grave goods (Winter 1986, 333). The correlation between 
greenstone ornaments and tomb burials has not been researched. 
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  10.2.3 Other factors 
 
At Chalcatzingo, most of the imagery and decoration on ceramics resembling Gulf 
Coast Olmec representations occurred either in ceremonial contexts or in the 
context of the Terrace 1 residence, while decorations in other contexts resemble 
much more the Tlatilco style (Grove 1984, 88). Jade and greenstone ornaments at 
Chalcatzingo consisted mostly of earspools, beads, and pendants (Grove 1984, 
106). Pendants usually represented animal fangs or small hollow hemispheres 
(Grove 1984, 106). Several T-shaped pendants, very similar to those found in 
archaeological sites on the Gulf coast, and a small jade monkey (fig. 38) (an 
animal found in the tropical forest of the Gulf coast and not indigenous to 
Chalcatzingo) were also encountered (Grove 1984, 106). These greenstone 
personal ornaments were found mostly within the Terrace 1 residence and public 
structures (Grove 1984, 106). Objects of personal adornment were found in the 
other houses as well, but these were usually made of clay (fig. 38) (Grove 1984, 
107). These bear more resemblance to objects found throughout the Central 
Mexican highlands than to Gulf coast ornaments (Grove 1084, 107). A more in-
depth discussion about the implications of such a use of different styles in 
different contexts was presented in Chapter 9: Worldview expressions. 
 
 
Fig. 38: Jade monkey pendant, shown above, and clay earspools, shown below (Grove 104, 106) 
 
135 
 
Occasionally, structures that were probably sweat houses were found at 
Dzibilchaltún (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 31). These were small rounded 
structures with a fire pit surrounded by stones and potsherds (fig. 39), which 
would have been excellent heat conserving implements for producing steam by 
sprinkling water on them, in the same way this is still done in Mesoamerican 
sweatbaths (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 31). Very few of these were found 
however, and it seems that they only occurred on the largest, most central 
platforms (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 31). Stone walled pits were also 
retrieved on some platforms, which may have served for water storage or even 
baths (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 31), but also for storage of other 
household implements or food (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 61). These 
often occurred in association with sweathouses (Andrews IV and Andrews V 
1980, 31). Personal ornaments at Dzibilchaltún consisted mostly of simple 
implements like beads made of jade or shell, but an occasional jade earspool or 
pendant in the form of animals like monkeys or felines were also present 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 39; Taschek 1994, 227). Most shell 
ornaments were made from simple, perforated whole shells or shell fragments, 
beads and pendants, necessitating no specialized manufacture (Taschek 1994, 
226). Some, however, and especially from the late Formative onwards, were much 
more elaborately worked, although it is not clear where or by whom these were 
made (Taschek 1994, 227). Metadiorite beads were also recovered (Taschek 1994, 
227). Ceramic ornaments were also present in the form of beads and earspools 
(Taschek 1994, 227). 
The houses on platforms at Kaminaljuyú usually contained particularly 
high quality ceramics with quality decorations, as well as rare trade items and 
well-made artifacts (Reynolds 1979, 261). These residences sometimes had stone-
lined wells and water reservoirs sealed with clay lids associated with them 
(Reynolds 1979, 261). Hearths were better prepared than in other structures 
having a base of fired clay (Reynolds 1979, 261). Sweatbaths associated with 
these structures were mostly made of stone, while common ones were made out of 
clay or adobe (Reynolds 1979, 261, 263). The more elaborately decorated vessels 
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appear mostly within the context of these structures (Michels 1979c, 125). Jade 
beads, pendants, rings and earplugs were used as personal ornamentation by 
individuals living in these households (Reynolds 1979, 261; Michels 1979c, 126). 
These are almost completely lacking in common households (Reynolds 1979, 
263). Other such ornaments, which were more common, were made out of 
ceramics, stone, and bone (Michels 1979c, 109). Stone sculptures were also 
sometimes present in the households situated on platforms (Reynolds 1979, 264).  
 
 
 
 
Fig. 39: Stone walled sweat house at Dzibilchaltún (drawing by Clerk in Andrews IV 1975, 32) 
 
 
 At San José Mogote some houses were associated with a relative 
abundance of exotic materials such as obsidian, shell, greenstone, and mica 
(Winter and Pires-Ferreira 1976, 309-310). While simple greenstone ornaments 
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were present in most households, more elaborate ones like earspools were only 
present in a few cases (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 98-99). 
 
 
10.3 Elite attributes 
  10.3.1 Distribution 
 
While the public area and buildings of Cantera phase Chalcatzingo were 
concentrated on the upper terraces, residential structures were located on the many 
other terraces and on the unmodified hillside (Grove 1984, 69; Prindiville and 
Grove 1987, 78). We have seen that the house present on Terrace 1, on the basis 
of size, exotic materials and ceramic styles, and burials can be considered to have 
been an elite structure. This is the residential terrace that is situated closest to the 
public, ceremonial structures of the site (fig. 40) (Grove 1984, 70).  
 
 
Fig. 40: Layout of Chalcatzingo showing the location of ceremonial monuments, Terrace 1, and 
other terraces (drawing by Grove in Gillespie 2008, 9) 
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Fig. 41: Map of Kaminaljuyú showing the different neighborhoods (Sanders et al. 1974, 101) 
 
 
The site of Kaminaljuyú is divided into residential neighborhoods 
organized around or in association with ceremonial mound groupings (Sanders et 
al. 1974, 100; Wetherington 1978c, 191). Each of these forms a somewhat distinct 
settlement area, separated from the others by more or less empty space (Sanders et 
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al. 1974, 100). Six of these neighborhoods, existing throughout the history of the 
site, have been identified (fig. 41) (Michels 1979c, 38; Sanders et al. 1974, 101). 
The systematic relationship between particularly well-made structures positioned 
on a high point in the landscape, often on an artificially raised platform, 
particularly well-made ceramics, elaborate graves, trade items, and well-made 
features such as hearths, sweat houses and pits, allows us to identify these 
structures as elite households. These tend to be situated close to the ceremonial 
plazas and mound groupings of the different neighborhoods of Kaminaljuyú, and 
were thus central within a residential neighborhood (Michels 1979c, 142; 
Reynolds 1979, 261; Sanders et al. 1974, 100). Three to six of such structures 
built on low rectangular platforms were associated with each of the ceremonial 
mound groupings (Sanders et al. 1974, 100). 
 
 
Fig. 42: Map of San José Mogote showing the locations of each residential mound and the 
ceremonial ball court and pyramid (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 4) 
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At San José Mogote, at least four separate residential areas, each about 1-2 
ha in size, were identified on different low natural rises in the landscape (fig. 42) 
(Flannery 1976b, 73). They were separated by erosion gullies, and were situated a 
few hundred meters from each other (Flannery 1976b, 73). There were no clear 
architectural differences between the areas (Flannery 1976b, 73). The 
relationships between possible markers of elite identity such as plastered floors, 
exotic materials, and elaborate graves were either not clear or not thoroughly 
researched. It can be seen, however, that houses containing these were all situated 
on the same mound as the ceremonial center at the site (Flannery and Marcus 
2005, 396,431; Winter 1986, 335-336). This distribution has not been clearly 
observed for the social marker that cranial deformation may have been. We can 
conclude that, if not all, at least a certain number of houses situated on the central 
mound of the site belonged to an elite, and that this elite class was not present on 
the other residential mounds. 
Each of the three Formative groups of Dzibilchaltún was roughly 
concentric and highly nucleated around a central plaza (fig. 43) (Andrews IV and 
Andrews V 1980, 16; Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 7; Ringle and Andrews V 
1988, 173; Sharer and Traxler 2006, 275). Outside of the nucleated architectural 
groups, dispersed clusters of mounds have been mapped in all directions 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 16). When looking at the percentage of 
surface covered by architecture, and the aggregate volumes of structures of each 
group, the values quickly get smaller as you move away from the ceremonial 
center (Kurjack 1974, 81; Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 189-190). This means that 
the farther away, the smaller, simpler, and less frequent the platform structures 
become (Andrews V and Ringle 1992, 7; Kurjack 1974, 81; Ringle and Andrews 
V 1988, 183, 190). While status indicators such as tomb burials and cranial 
deformations have occasionally been found at the site, it has not been clearly 
published what the relationship between these elaborate graves and the size of 
platforms is. The same goes for the distribution of exotic and well-made objects 
and personal ornaments. The exclusive association of relatively large platform 
structures, sweathouses, and stone walled pits does, however, suggest that the 
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larger platforms situated near the ceremonial center of each of the residential 
groupings belonged to an elite class. Furthermore, the fact that in each of the case 
studies considered here a relationship between elite households and the 
ceremonial center of the site was apparent, supports this interpretation. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 43: Map of the Komchén group, the large platforms in the center represent the ceremonial 
center (Ringle and Andrews V 1988, 174) 
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  10.3.2 Specialized activities 
 
In each of the case studies where elite households were identifiable, except for 
Dzibilchaltún, it turned out that elite individuals were involved in specialized 
activities. The fact that this was not attested to be the case at Dzibilchaltún may be 
due to the fact that conservation conditions permitted for the recognition of 
activity areas in only very few cases. Furthermore, a great deal of evidence of 
activities has been erased due to the deterioration of organic materials, and 
possible specialized activities performed by an elite involving primarily 
perishable materials would therefore not be recognized.  
 First of all, it is clear that in each case elite households can be 
distinguished, these were occurred in close association with the ceremonial center 
of the residential zone. This may indicate that the people living in these 
households were also people who had important functions within the ceremonial 
precinct. This might be supported by the fact that both at Kaminaljuyú and 
Chalcatzingo elite residences contained larger numbers of ritual implements, 
although the relationships between public and household rituals are poorly 
understood. Furthermore, the prevalence of Olmec looking objects in both elite 
and ceremonial contexts at Chalcatzingo reinforces the link between these two 
spheres. The elite seem to have played an important role in the ritual and 
ceremonial sphere of a community, a specialization which may have been at the 
basis of their power (Trigger 2003, 495).  
In the courtyard of the elite residence at Chalcatzingo, as well as in the 
two smaller structures bordering on it, several pieces of natural iron ore were 
found, most of which had at least one side flattened through coarse grinding 
(Grove 1984, 70-71). The coarse grinding suggests that they were used to produce 
red pigments (and not for the manufacture of the iron ore mirrors that were found 
elsewhere on the site). Cut serpentinite fragments and the cores from hollow 
drilling were also found here (Grove 1984, 105). Although it seems that most jade 
and greenstone artifacts were imported in their already manufactured state, some 
working of raw materials also was going on in Chalcatzingo (Grove 1984, 105). 
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Grove (1984, 71) concluded that the two structures associated to the elite 
residence were specialized workshops.  
Iron ore mirrors were produced at San Jose Mogote. Only some houses 
situated on the same mound as the ceremonial center at San José Mogote 
presented traces of iron ore mirror manufacture (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 40; 
Flannery and Marcus 2005, 81; Winter 1986, 335). Workshops occupied 1-2 m2, 
suggesting it was an individual activity, and were characterized by large amounts 
of magnetite, hematite and iron ores, as well as small flat mirror fragments, quartz 
or hematite polishers, and shell mirror holders (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 40). 
These workshops were located inside the house (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 40). 
Finished iron ore mirrors were extremely rare in other households at the site 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005, 82). 
Exotic materials such as mica, greenstone, etc., were found in some 
households constructed on top of platforms at Kaminaljuyú (Michels 1979c, 121-
122). Some objects made out of these materials, such as sculpture, ornaments, and 
miniature versions of common tools, but often also simple debris of the materials 
were present (Michels 1979c, 111, 122). This suggests that these households were 
involved in the production for further trade of artifacts made out of these traded 
materials (Michels 1979c, 122). The fact that these materials were often found in 
association with pounding and rubbing stones seems to support this interpretation 
(Michels 1979c, 122). These kinds of assemblages were, however, sometimes also 
found in association with some otherwise common households (Michels 1979c, 
128).  
 At Kaminaljuyú, the elite houses often contained earth benches 
functioning as shrines (Reynolds 1979, 261). Ritual implements were especially 
abundant in these structures (de Gonzalez and Wetherington 1978, 292). They 
were usually associated with many different ritual elements, while normal houses 
which were well constructed (with stone foundation materials) usually only 
contained figurines as ritual implements, and common, less well constructed 
houses sometimes had none of this type of artifacts (Michels 1979c, 128).  
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Fragments of clay whistles at Chalcatzingo were found mostly in the 
context of the Terrace 1 elite residence (Grove 1984, 88), suggesting additional 
ritual activities, as was the case with elite households at Kaminaljuyú. For other 
ritual artifacts, however, there was no clear difference between the elite residence 
and others. 
Furthermore, in elite households at Kaminaljuyú, implements associated 
with warfare were sometimes encountered (Michels 1979c, 126). These consist of 
elaborate obsidian biface blades or dart tips and stone clubs that could be attached 
to shafts (Michels 1979c, 110, 114). Whether these were ever actually used or 
whether they only had a symbolic value as an indicator of social status and 
identity is not clear.  
 We will see in Chapter 11: Specialization and market systems that the elite 
were not the only ones to perform specialized activities. Otherwise common 
households often also presented evidence for a certain degree of specialization. It 
is possible that these also had a special social status, but this cannot be tied clearly 
to prestige, wealth, or power. It does, however, become clear that the elite often 
performed activities involving exotic and rare materials, and had an important 
ceremonial role.   
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Chapter 11 
Specialization and market systems  
 
11.1 Origins of materials 
 
At Chalcatzingo, the stones used for house foundations and ground stone artifacts, 
local granodiorite and basalt, were available from the hillsides and as river-
rounded cobbles in the Amatzinac river (Grove 1984, 77). Most of the ceramics in 
Chalcatzingo were produced with local clays (Grove 1984, 43). Only grey ware 
pottery was sometimes imported from the Olmec heartland at least 40 miles east 
or southeast of the Amatzinac valley (Grove 1984, 43-44). These ceramics were 
used alongside locally made grey ware which imitated the imports (Grove 1984, 
44). The kaolin-clay used for white slip was also likely obtained locally, as 
Chalcatzingo was situated near one of the few known kaolin sources in central 
Mexico.  
Limestone for the construction of wall foundations and retaining walls at 
Dzibilchaltún, as well as for tools such as manos and metates, was readily 
available in the Dzibilchaltún region, although deep quarrying has not been 
discovered (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 296; Rovner and Lewenstein 
1997, 58). Most shells came from the nearby coast to the northwest, but an 
occasional shell also came from the east coast of the Yucatán peninsula (Taschek 
1994, 226). The origins of clay used for the ceramics at Dzibilchaltún have not 
been determined. 
The exact, individual source of bitumen processed at El Remolino is 
unknown, but bitumen seeps are present throughout the Olmec heartland in 
Veracruz (Wendt and Lu 2006). It is highly probable that bitumen was found 
more or less locally. The origins of clays used for ceramics have not been clearly 
identified. The ceramics types, forms, and decorations of the El Remolino 
ceramics, however, were almost entirely identical to those from San Lorenzo 
(Wendt 2005a, 172). This might indicate that either the residents of the two 
146 
 
centers autonomously made their ceramics with the same clays, techniques, and 
styles, but it is maybe more plausible that the two were incorporated into the same 
pottery exchange network, and ceramics came from another, pottery producing, 
center nearby (Wendt 2005a, 172).  
The materials used for the leveling of household area floors at 
Kaminaljuyú were locally available in the subsoil of the site (Reynolds 1979, 
231). Clay for pottery and materials for temper were readily available in close 
proximity to the site (Rice 1978, 426). Some ceramics were imported from the 
Motagua region about 50 km to the north (de Gonzalez and Wetherington 1978, 
292). Obsidian was relatively readily available around Kaminaljuyú, with several 
sources present within 30 km of the site (Michels 1979c, 58). Most of the obsidian 
comes from a source 20 km to the northeast (Michels 1979c, 152). 
Flint and stone tools at San José Mogote were made from local materials 
available about 3 km away (Flannery 1976c, 109; Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36). 
Clay was available all along the Etla riverbank (Flannery 1976c, 109). Salt 
appears to have come from the nearby settlement of Fábrica San José, 5 km away, 
and/or at Las Salinas, 6,5 km away (Flannery 1976c, 109). The white kaolin slip 
used on some of the pottery however was not available nearby, and probably had 
to come from a source near Mitla, more than 50 km away (Flannery 1976c, 109), 
although it may also have come from farther away sources, such as Chalcatzingo. 
Magnetite came from three sources, one from 6 km to the south, one from 27 km 
to the north, and one from 33 km to the south (Flannery 1976c, 109). 
Other materials, however, had to come from much further away. Jade and 
greenstone at Chalcatzingo were imported from Guatemala and Mexico’s Pacific 
coast (Grove 1984, 105). Obsidian came from the Teotihuacan valley in the Basin 
of Mexico (Grove 1984, 163; Grove 1987c, 434). Both local chert and imported 
obsidian were present in all households (Burton 1987a, 316). Iron ore was 
imported from western Mexico, as well as from Morelos (Grove 1984, 163).  
Chert used at Dzibilchaltún came mostly from a source in northern Belize 
and from the Puuc hills to the west (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 17). Obsidian 
was imported from sources in Guatemala (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997, 158).  
147 
 
The provenance of obsidian has not been established for the site of El 
Remolino specifically. It is, however, known that the site participated in the 
Olmec trade network and it is therefore probable that they received the same types 
of obsidian as the major regional center of San Lorenzo, which may have been 
responsible for the redistribution of much of the obsidian. We don’t know whether 
the distribution of obsidian from different sources is the same in San Lorenzo and 
El Remolino, but we do know from which potential sources the obsidian may 
have come. San Lorenzo imported obsidian from the El Chayal source (next to 
Kaminaljuyú) and other sources in Guatemala, Teotihuacan, Queretaro, Veracruz, 
Puebla, and Hidalgo (Cobean et al. 1971, 668). Furthermore, kaolin used as a 
paste on pottery was not available locally, but it has not been researched where it 
came from (Wendt 2005a, 172). 
 Materials such as mica, mineral pigments, quartz crystals, soap stone, iron 
pyrite, and greenstone found at Kaminaljuyú were not readily available in the area 
and had to come from further away (Michels 1979c, 111). Research about where 
each of these materials had to come from has not been done. 
Obsidian was not available in the proximity of San José Mogote, and had 
to come from a source in Puebla, about 200 km away, a source in the Teotihuacan 
valley, 375 km away, one in Michoacan, 530 km away, or from Guatemala, 725 
km away (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 68-69; 
Pires-Ferreira, 301-304). Shells came from the Pacific Ocean, and freshwater 
mussels from the Gulf Coast (Flannery 1976c, 109). Fish spines, shark teeth, and 
jadeite or nephrite had to come from afar as well, although their exact origins have 
not been determined (Flannery 1976c, 109). Fragments of armadillo shell, a 
crocodile mandible, turkey, and macaw would have had to be imported from the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec (Flannery 1976, 339-340; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
96). 
It is thus clear that at each of the sites, most very basic materials such as 
construction materials and ceramics were obtained fairly locally. Important 
materials that are mostly missing from this list, however, are obsidian and flint, 
which are not everywhere as readily available, except for Kaminaljuyú, but were 
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important objects in everyday life. Rarer objects and materials which may have 
been less essential for basic everyday life also often had to come from far away. 
Settlements would thus have been capable to provide for many of their own basic 
needs, but needed exchange with other communities in order to obtain rarer 
materials. In the following part of this chapter, I will analyze how this exchange 
functioned, relying on specialization and market systems.   
 
 
11.2 Specialized activities 
  11.2.1 Household and district specialization 
 
We have seen in Chapter 6: Basic activities that most households in each of the 
case studies provided for their own basic needs: they prepared their own food, 
made their own tools, and performed ritual activities. However, in order to 
perform these activities, materials had to be obtained which were not always 
readily available, as we have seen earlier in this chapter. Furthermore, artifacts 
were needed for these basic activities which were not always made within the 
household where they were used. This means that an exchange system must have 
existed which would have involved a certain amount of specialization. It should 
be noted that these specializations seem not to have been fulltime occupations, as 
other activities were also going on in each of the households. Here, different 
specializations visible between households of one settlement will be presented. 
 The obsidian workshop associated with one of the houses at Chalcatzingo, 
was more extensive than any of the other obsidian workshops in other houses. It 
was characterized by a very high concentration of obsidian debris, and points at a 
production of obsidian tools on a larger and more specialized scale. This 
workshop was presumably used for the manufacture of more complex tools and/or 
for export purposes (Burton 1987b; Grove 1987b, 422; Prindiville and Grove 
1987, 75). Similarly, a few of the houses at San José Mogote presented an 
unusually high amount of flint debris (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 38). This 
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suggests that these households may have manufactured tools on a larger and more 
specialized scale than other households. The south central part of Kaminaljuyú 
exhibited traces of more intensive obsidian working than other parts of the 
settlement (Michels 1979c, 153; Sanders et al. 1974, 106).  
In one residential zone at the southwestern periphery of Kaminaljuyú, as 
we have already seen, large ovens were found which may have served for the 
preparation of large quantities of food (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 130-131; Valdés 
1997, 82). It is also possible, however, that these were used for the production of 
ceramics. In any case, utilitarian ceramics were common around these ovens 
(Valdés 1997, 82). This last hypothesis is supported by the fact that it seems, from 
distribution patterns of ceramic styles and materials throughout the valley of 
Guatemala, that at least some pottery was made at or close to Kaminaljuyú, while 
other pottery came from around the valley (Rice 1978, 494-495). This residential 
zone generally lacked traces of the working of obsidian (Gutiérrez Mendoza 1990, 
140), suggesting that the people living here traded for finished obsidian tools 
which were manufactured throughout the rest of the settlement, especially in the 
central southern periphery.  
Several residences at San José Mogote contained apparent workshops for 
the manufacture of stone ground-and-polished celts which were used for chopping 
wood or for digging (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 38; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
73). Finished and partially completed celts, as well as large quartz pebbles used 
for polishing, and stone pounders point to this kind of specialized activity 
(Flannery and Marcus 1976, 38; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 136).  
One structure at Chalcatzingo contained a much higher concentration of 
anthropomorphic figurines than any other house. This may indicate figurines were 
made here, although the lack of a firing oven or figurines that were broken 
through firing for example, doesn’t confirm this possibility (Gillespie 1987, 266; 
Harlan 1979, 488). It is also possible that this household had an important role in 
ritual. 
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Some households at San José Mogote also presented evidence of the 
working of mica (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 87-88). Tools used for this included 
flint knives or burins and drills (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 39, 88).  
Within the residential neighborhoods at Kaminaljuyú, not much space was 
left available for farming other than for small scale gardens and/or orchards 
(Valdés 1997, 81). On the peripheries however, evidence of extensive and 
intensive agriculture, including irrigation systems, was encountered (Gutiérrez 
Mendoza 1990, 129; Valdés 1997, 81; Valdés and Poponoe de Hatch 1995, 345).  
 Furthermore, we have already seen that elite households were also often 
involved in specialized activities. This includes iron ore working for the 
fabrication of pigments as well as greenstone working at the elite residence of 
Chalcatzingo, and the making of iron ore mirrors in the elite residential zone at 
San José Mogote. At Kaminaljuyú elite households were involved in the working 
of greenstone and mica (although this activity was not entirely restricted to the 
elite, as traces of this activity were also present in some otherwise common 
households), as well as possibly warfare or hunting.  
 At Dzibilchaltún and El Remolino no such different specializations were 
observed between different households, which does not necessarily mean that they 
didn’t exist, but rather that the poor preservation at Dzibilchaltún and the erosion 
of a large part of El Remolino may have erased their traces. Inferences can’t 
therefore be made about specialization at these sites. 
 
 
  11.2.2 Settlement specialization 
 
We have already seen that not all activities were performed in each household. 
Furthermore, some specialized activities within one settlement were completely 
absent from other settlements. There were also, however, activities which were 
performed by all or most households within one community, but of which no 
traces were found in other communities. These will be presented here. 
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No textile fragments survived at Chaclatzingo, but several bone needles 
were found, pointing at the working of garments made out of fine fiber (Grove 
1984, 108). Heavier deer-bone awls may have been used for the working of 
leather or the making of baskets (Grove 1984, 108). No artifacts clearly 
identifiable as related to the spinning of fiber or cloth have been found, however 
(Grove 1984, 108). At Dzibilchaltún one fragment of plaster with the impression 
of woven fabric, bone awls, and needles recovered within platform fill are 
evidence of the working of fabric (Taschek 1994, 227). Similarly, at San José 
Mogote bone awls, presenting different pattern wear from the ones used to 
process maize, and large bone needles may have been used for basket making, as 
the same tools were used by 20th century Zapotecs (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 
74; Winter 1986, 334). Smaller needles which were probably used for sewing 
were also found (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 36; Flannery and Marcus 2005, 74). 
Grooved stones which would have been appropriate for sharpening needles and 
awls were also present (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 77). These kinds of tools were 
found in most household areas, both within and outside the houses (Flannery and 
Marcus 1976, 36).  
 Notched sherds found at El Remolino are interpreted to be net weights 
(Wendt 2005a, 175). These are ground down sherds, roughly oval in shape, and 
with notches on the long sides (Wendt 2005a, 175). They are worn around all the 
edges, but especially at the notched edge where they would have been attached to 
nets in order to weigh them down (Wendt 2005a, 175). This evidence for the 
exploitation of aquatic resources was frequent in household midden contexts, 
suggesting that most households provided for their own needs in fish, turtle, and 
waterfowl (Wendt 2005a, 174-175), and were possibly involved in their 
exportation. Rectangular or oval sherds with two notches on opposite sides were 
also found at Dzibilchaltún (Taschek 1994, 222-223). These may have been used 
as net weights for fishing, although this is not clearly confirmed by use wear 
(Taschek 1994, 222-223). Flint arrowheads found at Chalcatzingo may have been 
used for hunting, but trace wear analysis has not been performed to confirm this 
(Córdova Tello et al. 2010; Grove 1987a). 
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The site of El Remolino was situated on a river levee, which was usually 
exploited for agricultural purposes because it didn’t flood (Wendt 2005a, 174). 
Celt fragments were recovered in a few instances within household debris (Wendt 
2010, 116). These objects may have been used for example for working earth or 
wood. It is also known from botanical analysis that cultivated crops such as maize 
and beans were abundant at the site, indicating that they were cultivated in the 
area (Wendt 2005a, 174). For Chalcaztingo, it is thought that the main function 
for the big house plots was agricultural, with part of the food crops being grown 
next to the residences and supplemented by other crops on plots of land further 
away from the village area (Grove 1984, 69). 
 The regular occurrence of bitumen on the interior surfaces of sherds 
indicates that bitumen was processed at El Remolino (Wendt 2005a, 177-178). 
Raw bitumen needs to be heated and mixed with mineral or vegetal additives so 
that it will stiffen and not easily melt in the sun, so that it can then be used for 
decorative, adhesive, and waterproofing purposes (Wendt 2005a, 177-178; Wendt 
2005b, 456). This activity seems to have taken place primarily within household 
areas, and it seems that the same hearth area was used for this as for cooking, as 
inferred by the different types of ceramics present around hearth areas (Wendt 
2005a, 178; Wendt 2005b, 459-460). 
Most residences at San José Mogote contained evidence of shell working, 
mostly debris of the production of ornaments (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 39; 
Flannery and Marcus 2005, 78). Shell working areas occurred mostly in the corner 
of houses and were characterized by a large amount of small flint chips and 
fragments of shell, broken shell ornaments, as well as flint knives or burins and 
drills (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 39). The workshops were usually spread over 
about 1-2m2, suggesting that production was an individual rather than a group 
activity (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 39).  
 Some manos and metates at San José Mogote were used for the crushing 
of hematite in order to obtain red pigments (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 87). 
Furthermore, in one of the courtyard areas, two shallow basins, one with traces of 
red and the other with yellow pigments, were found (Flannery 1976d, 336; 
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Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93-95). It is not entirely clear what these were used 
for, but they may have been used for the preparation of pigments (Flannery 
1976d, 336). These features may well have been present in other household areas 
without being detected archaeologically, since they would not have preserved well 
(Flannery and Marcus 2005, 93-95). 
 
 
11.3 Market systems 
 
It is clear from these data that households in each of the case studies did not 
produce all of their own artifacts and other products. While, as we have seen, 
most households manufactured their own obsidian and/or flint tools, this was 
restricted mostly to simple blades and flakes. In Chalcatzingo and Kaminaljuyú, it 
can be seen that some households produced much more obsidian debris than 
others. This is the case as well for flint at San José Mogote. This indicates that the 
people living in these households were to some extent specialized in the working 
of obsidian. This may have been for export purposes, the fabrication of more 
complex artifacts, and/or the preparation of obsidian into cores for redistribution 
(Sanders et al. 1974, 106).  
 In the same way, rare and exotic materials were usually only worked in a 
few households of a settlement (at Chalcatzingo, Kaminaljuyu, and San José 
Mogote), as we have already determined in Chapter 10: Elite households. An 
exchange must have taken place between those households which produced 
artifacts from rare materials, and other households which only possessed the 
finished products, albeit usually in very small quantities. The same idea of an 
exchange between households producing certain artifacts and other households in 
need of those artifacts can be inferred from the fabrication of stone celts at only a 
few households at San José Mogote, while they appear to have been used 
throughout the site. 
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 Furthermore, at Chalcatzingo, as it can’t be confirmed that the 
concentration of clay figurines in one of the households is linked to their 
production, it is possible that members of this household had a special role in 
ritual and divinatory practices, for example. In that case this household would 
have been to some degree specialized in providing ritual services for other people.  
 Thus, it is clear that exchange of goods as well as services was commonly 
going on between the households of a single settlement, through partial household 
specialization. At Kaminaljuyú, it can be seen that specialization was also 
happening on a more organized scale, with entire districts being dedicated to 
different specialized activities, as one district processed large quantities of 
obsidian, while others were dedicated to agriculture on a large scale, and one 
district may have been involved in the production of pottery.  
 Furthermore, as we have seen, entire settlements seem to have been to 
some degree dedicated to the performance of a specialized activity, meaning that 
settlements wouldn’t have needed to provide for all of their products themselves, 
and that they were not entirely autonomous. A manifestation of this is the fact that 
of the five case studies considered here, only one contained possible traces of 
pottery manufacture and even these are far from being definitive. It is sometimes 
posited that this lack of clear pottery production sites has to do with pottery being 
fired in normal open fires (Flannery and Marcus 2005, 63; Grove 1984, 43), 
which can be mistaken for simple cooking hearths. However, while it is entirely 
possible and even common in modern Mesoamerican ceramic producing 
communities to use open fires, these are always very large (Arnold III 2003, 53). 
This is because when firing pottery, a relatively consistent and even temperature 
is needed (Arnold III 2003, 52-53), which can’t be obtained in normal, small 
hearths. This would leave large patches of ash or burned areas on the ground 
which can be identified archaeologically (Arnold 1978, 378). Furthermore, fine 
ware, with small temper materials as is used for most fine quality ceramics, has a 
greater risk of breakage during the firing process than coarser wares, and would 
therefore probably have been fired in an oven, as temperature and atmosphere 
control are far better in these structures than in open fires (Arnold III 2003, 56). 
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Ovens would have been made out of adobe, clay or stones (Arnold III 2003, 54), 
similar to the cooking ovens found at Chalcatzingo, which should be very visible 
features in the archaeological record, even more so than large open fires. These 
pottery firing loci should be recognizable archaeologically, especially in 
combination with artifacts related to pottery making. Thus, it seems that most of 
the settlements considered here did not make one of their most important and 
basic artifact categories, namely ceramics, themselves. Even at Kaminaljuyú, 
where some of the pottery may have been produced within the settlement, it seems 
that some pottery came from other areas.  
 This is further supported by the fact that ceramic sherds were often shaped 
into new forms and objects (see Chapter 6: Basic activities). It has been pointed 
out that it is actually easier to make new ceramic objects from scratch than to 
grind them down from old sherds (Taschek 1994, 220). If people made their own 
ceramics and had ready access to the necessary clay, there would thus be no clear 
reason to recycle old ceramics. If ceramics are obtained through trade, however, it 
would be logical to, when possible, recycle ceramics that were already acquired 
instead of trading for new objects, as it was simply more economical. This thus 
supports the idea that only a restricted number of people had access to the 
knowledge and materials needed for ceramic making.  
 The fact that clays used for most pottery at each of the sites was more or 
less local (only for Dzibilchaltún has this not been researched) must then mean 
that ceramics present at each of the case studies was made by another, close-by 
community. The same goes for ground stone objects, as manufacture traces of 
these have only been found on a very small scale at San José Mogote (Flannery 
1976a, 18), and at none of the other sites. A fairly intensive exchange network 
must therefore have existed on a small regional scale in the direct environment of 
each of the sites, for such basic elements of everyday life to be distributed to those 
centers which did not make their own.  
This is supported by the processing of bitumen at El Remolino being 
rather unique in Olmec sites, suggesting that El Remolino processed bitumen as 
an export and redistribution product (Wendt 2005a, 178). The same goes for shell 
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working at San José Mogote, since at other sites in the region only finished shell 
ornaments and no production debris and artifacts were found, indicating that the 
people of San José Mogote didn’t work shell only for their own use, but also for 
export purposes (Flannery and Marcus 1976, 39). Furthermore, we have seen that 
salt was only produced in two settlements in the proximity of San José Mogote. 
Lime at Dzibilchaltún, obtained by burning limestone, used for plaster and mortar 
was also locally obtained, although no clear locus for limestone burning was 
found at the site (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980, 296). Other activities which 
may have had the same exchange functions are textile and/or basket making (at 
Chalcatzingo, Dzibilchaltún, and San José Mogote), mica working (at 
Kaminaljuyú and San José Mogote), and the making of pigments (at San José 
Mogote), although it is less clear what place the products obtained through these 
activities may have had in the local exchange network, as it is not known whether 
they were also performed elsewhere in each of the regions. Additionally, 
foodstuffs may also have had a place in this exchange, as we have seen that not all 
of the settlements produced the same foods, and products such as crops, fish, and 
meat may have been exchanged between villages with different procurement 
strategies. This may also, however, heavily depend on environmental factors. It 
will need to be studied further. 
It can thus be assumed that a market system must have existed, including 
different villages which were involved in different settlement specializations and 
thus procured different products which could be exchanged. It can still be seen 
today, for example in the Valley of Oaxaca, that different villages provide 
different staple products, and that these are exchanged through a market traveling 
from village to village, redistributing the different products. A similar system may 
well have been in place in Formative Mesoamerica, as it is consistent with both 
small scale (household) and large scale (community) specializations.  
Furthermore, an extensive exchange system must have existed throughout 
Mesoamerica in order to distribute rare materials such as iron ore, mica, flint, and 
obsidian. Especially for obsidian, trading must have been pretty large scale, as 
large quantities at all levels of society and in each individual household were 
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needed at each settlement, and, as we have seen, this material sometimes needed 
to be transported over hundreds of kilometers. How this exchange exactly worked 
is not clear, but it probably had to do with regionally specialized products which 
could be exchanged with other regions. It also seems, as we have seen in the 
Chapter 10: Elite households, that the elite had an important role in the exchange 
of exotic materials, which indicates that they were for a large part responsible for 
these long distance interactions and exchanges. 
Well organized exchange networks which provided a steady flow of the 
most necessary products, become apparent. What the exchanges exactly entailed 
in terms of goods and services is not entirely clear, but it seems that long distance 
exchange was largely managed by the elite, while more local exchange went on at 
all levels of society. These market systems meant that individual households 
would have been obliged, through some authority and/or simply by a need to 
procure necessary products through offer and demand systems, to partake in a 
certain measure of specialization. It becomes clear that extensive and well 
organized exchange networks were in place at different levels, intra- and inter-
settlement as well as intra- and inter-region. 
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Part V 
Conclusion 
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Chapter 12 
Conclusion  
 
Having compared and analyzed the household data of the settlements of 
Chalcatzingo, Dzibilchaltún, El Remolino, Kaminaljuyú, and San José Mogote, an 
image can be drawn of what it may have meant to live in Formative 
Mesoamerican households. Here, I will explore what both the differences and 
similarities can tell us about how people lived their daily lives, what they did, and 
how they saw their world. 
Houses in each of the case studies were made from the same materials, 
namely primarily adobe, and/or wattle and daub, meaning that they were subject 
to more or less the same restrictions and needs for renewal. This clay 
environment, being omnipresent, must have played an important part of the 
inhabitants’ identity, and the impermanence of the materials an important part in 
how houses were treated and thought of.  
Each household was in part self-sufficient as it provided for its own basic 
needs in terms of food preparation, the production of simple tools, and household 
rituals. Household debris was often reused, or otherwise disposed of first 
temporarily, then more permanently. It is not well known, however, how people 
got rid of organic trash and human waste.  
In each of the case studies (with the exception of Kaminaljuyú for which it 
is unknown), houses were arranged in patio groups. While it is not entirely clear 
how delineations were conceived of within such a patio group, it does seem that it 
represented a closely knit social unit, somewhat separate from others, which was 
probably an important unit of society. It might even have been the case that such a 
social unit was conceived of as a single household, although more research is 
needed on this subject. Hierarchy, kin, and gender relations and roles within these 
groups, as well as their demography, remain, however, unclear. 
The household was not the exclusive domain of the living, as ancestors 
seem to have remained extremely present after death. People were often buried 
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within the household area, possibly serving as a symbolic foundation for the 
household. Furthermore, it seems that ancestors were sometimes consulted 
through ritual. Thus, the household must have been conceived of not only as a 
home during life, but as a more permanent home, even after death. 
Decorations on ceramics but also other mediums such as walls, cloth, and 
bodies, although mostly abstract, can be seen as expressions of worldview. They 
seem to have been used as a kind of language expressing identity and marking 
domains and functions. The orientations of household structures are remarkably 
consistent within each of the case studies, but also between the different case 
studies. Structures were usually oriented a few degrees east of north, with small 
variations between the sites which might be due to latitudes for example. More 
research needs to be done about whether this corresponds indeed to one and the 
same astronomical phenomenon. Furthermore, burials seem always to be aligned 
on the cardinal directions, although systematic research needs to be done in order 
to confirm this. There seems to have been a Mesoamerica-wide, overlying view of 
the world in which structures and burials should have a clear, meaningful 
orientation.  
While households were in part self-sufficient, an extensive exchange 
network was in place in order to provide for those products not every household 
could produce on its own. Many households, residential precincts or even entire 
settlements were involved in part-time specialized activities, in order to 
supplement a market system and exchange for necessary goods. This happened 
both on a local, inter- and intra-settlement basis, but also on a much larger, 
Mesoamerica-wide scale. 
It seems that this larger exchange network was primarily the responsibility 
of an elite class, who usually performed specialized activities involving exotic 
materials, and probably had an important role in their redistribution. Furthermore, 
elite households were closely associated with ceremonial precincts, indicating that 
they had an important function in these. The elite status could be identified based 
on the quality of their structures and artifacts, as well as in the elaborateness of 
their graves. Such a distinction between elite and common classes could not be 
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clearly identified at El Remolino, which may be due to the erosion of part of the 
site.  
It might be expected that over the more than 2000 years that constitute the 
Formative period, much would have changed on the household level. However, 
even at those sites of which the Formative household data extend over a thousand 
years (such as at Kaminaljuyú and San José Mogote), only minor changes could 
be observed in the household data. This subject needs more attention, however, as 
this was not the primary focus of this thesis, and this conclusion may have to do 
with the data resolution. 
These are general traits of Formative Mesoamerican households. They 
paint a general image of what it meant to live in these households, what concerns 
people may have had, what they did, who they were, how they viewed their world, 
how they experienced the household. There are, however, also differences 
between the case studies.  
While all houses were primarily made from adobe and/or wattle and daub, 
stone foundations were much more frequent at Chalcatzingo than at the other 
sites, and wooden posts were only used at Kaminaljuyú and San José Mogote. 
Only at Dzibilchaltún were some houses oval instead of rectangular. The nature of 
floors also somewhat varied between and within the case studies. Gutters were 
only used at Chalcatzingo and San José Mogote as a means of drainage. Houses 
were built on raised platforms only at Dzibilchaltún and for elite houses at 
Kaminaljuyú. While the same basic activities (food production and consumption, 
tool production, and ritual) could be found in most of the households of each of 
the case studies, their locations and exact tools sometimes differed. In 
Dzibilchaltún, El Remolino, and San José Mogote, several small, single room 
houses usually bordered a patio, while at Chalcatzingo patio groups consisted of 
one big house with multiple rooms and sometimes secondary structures. 
Additional physical demarcations within a patio group were sometimes achieved 
in the form of raised floor levels at Dzibilchaltún and Kaminaljuyú, and of 
porches at Kaminaljuyú and San José Mogote. The number, contents, elaboration, 
and exact locations of household burials varied between the case studies. The 
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attributes of the elite class differed from site to site. Specialized household 
activities were different from household to household, district to district, and site 
to site. Artistic differences exist as well between the sites.  
Some of these differences, such as the location of food preparation areas, 
or the use of different construction materials, could be explained by climatic 
differences and access to natural resources between the sites. Other differences, 
for example the use of platforms for house construction, seem to be the result of 
different strategies for similar goals, in this case providing proper drainage and 
delineating space. The fact remains that, besides the similarities, there were many 
differences between the households of the different case studies.  
It becomes apparent that there are both important similarities and 
differences between the case studies examined in this thesis. The similarities seem 
to be of a general nature, while the ways these general traits were expressed in the 
household tend to differ between the case studies. The case studies share general 
traits, but their particular characteristics differ. 
The differences in the details may be just as significant as the general 
similarities. People performed much of the same activities, were part of similar 
social structures, partook in the same exchange networks, and shared a way of 
viewing the world and the domestic sphere, as is reflected in their households. But 
the exact way of doing things, the exact tools that are used, the way space is 
arranged, the way things look, feel, smell, also play an important role in what it is 
that makes a place feel like home. Identity lies as much in the details as in the 
generalities. 
 The image that emerges here is that of a region that is, on the household 
level, both homogeneous and varied at the same time. A general, overlying way of 
organizing and living daily life existed throughout Mesoamerica at the household 
level, and at the same time the particular identities of individual settlements or 
regions were maintained. People of different settlements had similar basic 
concerns, mental organization of the household, and places in the community. But 
the exact ways these were expressed and dealt with seem to have functioned as 
markers of cultural identity. This may be similar to the way any modern country 
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sees itself, both through an overlying national identity and through particular 
regional traits and characteristics.  
We have seen that a great deal of information can be gained from the data 
available on ancient households. However, many topics remain badly understood 
and could yield interesting results if given more attention. The material aspects of 
households for example (what is involved in making artifacts and structures? how 
long do they last?) often seems to be taken for granted. As we have seen, this 
aspect can give us important insights into what kinds of things were involved in 
living in such material environments. Studying household data on the basis of 
patio groups, when these exist, instead of individual houses may tell us more 
about the organization of households. No data are available of how human waste 
and organic trash were dealt with, even though this must have been relevant 
concerns for Formative people. More systematic research on the distributions and 
contexts of decorations, especially on ceramics, may tell us more about worldview 
and the use of decorations as a symbolic language. Research about burial 
distributions with regard to age and sex may also provide information about their 
potential role within households. A study of the objects of architectural and 
mortuary orientations may tell us more about worldview and its extent throughout 
Mesoamerica. 
 A more systematic overview of Formative Mesoamerican households 
would be needed in order to supplement and confirm the results obtained here. 
However, the preliminary conclusion can be drawn on the basis of this research 
that households throughout Formative Mesoamerica seem to be very similar to 
each other in many general aspects, while individual (regional) identities were 
retained in the ways basic concerns, organization of the household, and roles in 
the community were expressed and dealt with. If these trends are confirmed, then 
the discussion about cultural diversity and the classification of cultures that exists 
today may have to be reviewed, taking into account the daily lives of the people 
making up those “cultures”. 
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Abstract 
In this thesis, the data on households from the archaeological sites of 
Chalcatzingo, Dzibilchaltún, El Remolino, Kaminaljuyú, and San José Mogote are 
analyzed and compared to each other. In this way, an overview of Formative 
Mesoamerican households is reached. The aim of this research is to explore what 
we can interpret about the people living within these households with regards to 
materiality, social organization, and behavior. Furthermore, the data from the 
different case studies are compared with each other, in order to reveal general 
trends and significant differences between Mesoamerican regions.  
 The results show that households from each of the case studies presented 
general similarities. Houses were primarily made out of clay construction 
materials, i.e. adobe and/or wattle and daub, which would have been part of the 
identity of the people living in them. These houses were usually arranged in patio 
groups with closely knit connections. Ancestors remained very much present 
within life and had important roles to play in the household. Decorations seem to 
have been used as a kind of language providing information about identity and 
delineating contexts. Structures and burials had very consistent orientations 
throughout the case studies, suggesting an overlying, Mesoamerican worldview. 
Each household provided for its own basic needs in terms of food preparation, 
tool production, and household rituals. They were also involved in partial 
specializations, permitting each household to exchange products for other 
necessary goods in an extensive local and regional market system. The elite 
played an important role in long distance exchange, and they had important ties to 
the ceremonial centers of each site.  
 However, the exact ways these general similarities were expressed differed 
from site to site. Each case study retained its particular characteristics and, with 
that, its proper identity. It seems that each of these sites was part of a wider, 
Mesoamerican network and identity bridging geographical and historical 
distances, but at the same time the particular identities of individual settlements or 
regions were maintained.   
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Appendix: Summary of the household data 
 
 
 
  
Chalcatzingo  
 
Dzibilchaltún  
 
El Remolino 
 
Kaminaljuyú 
 
San José Mogote  
Distribution        
Site level Context Context Context Context  Context 
Size 40 ha   ± 3 km2  130 ha (?)  ± 10 km2  ± 70 ha  
Districts -  3  ?  6  4  
Settlement type Dispersed settlement  Concentric, highly nucleated 
districts 
 ?  Dispersed settlement districts   Dispersed districts on mounds  
Ceremonial center Central point  Central point of each district  Present (?), unknown position  Central point of each district  On one of the mounds  
Elite Close to ceremonial center  Close to ceremonial center of 
district (?) 
 ?  Close to ceremonial center of 
district  
 On the same mound as the 
ceremonial center 
 
 
Household areas      
Patio 1 house (+ secondary 
structures) 
 1-5 houses** (+ secondary 
structures, shrine) 
 ± 2 (?) houses (+ secondary 
structures) 
 House(s) (+ secondary 
structures) 
 3-4 houses (+ secondary 
structures) 
 
Size of patio (800 m2)  ?  ?  ?  300-400 m2  
Surface of patio Packed earth  Packed earth (+ stucco/ 
flagtones) 
 Packed earth  Packed earth/prepared floor  Packed earth  
Specific arrangement 1 house per terrace  1-3 houses per platform (?)  -  -  -  
Structure       
Substructure      
Nature -  Rectangular rubble platforms 
(consolidated by stone 
retaining walls) 
 -  ( platforms for elite 
structures) 
 -  
Size -  7 - 1.500 m2  -  ?  -  
Height -  0,10 – 2 m  -  (up to 3 m)  -  
Surface -  Packed earth (+ plaster/ 
flagstones 
 -  Prepared floors (+ stucco)  -  
House      
Shape Rectangular  Oval/rectangular  Rectangular   Rectangular   Rectangular  
Size ± 64 m2  ± 14 m2  15-40 m2 (?)  ± 10 m2***  15-24 m2  
Rooms Several rooms  Single room (/several non-
connecting rooms) 
 Single room (?)  Single room  Single room  
Walls Stone foundations + adobe + 
wattle and daub 
 (Stone foundations) + 
adobe/wattle and daub (?) 
 (Sherd foundations) + adobe/ 
wattle and daub (?) 
 (Wooden posts + stone 
foundations) + adobe/wattle 
and daub  
 (Stone foundations) + wattle 
and daub (/adobe) + wooden 
posts 
 
Paint Walls plastered white  (Walls plastered white)  ?  (Walls plastered white in elite 
structures) 
 Walls plastered white  
Floor Packed earth (+ gravel 
subfloor) 
 Packed earth (+ plaster/ 
flagstones) 
 Clay/packed earth  Packed, prepared earth + 
lumps of clay (+ plaster) 
 10-30 cm deep, clay (+ fine 
sand/plaster for elite) 
 
Roof ?  ?  ?  ?  ?  
Additional features Gutters  -  -  (Porch)   (Porch) + gutters   
 
Orientations  
     
Structures 1° to 2° east of north  10° east of north  A few degrees east of north  North-northeast   North or slightly east of north  
Burials ± on cardinal directions  ± on cardinal directions  -  ± on cardinal directions  ± on cardinal directions  
Activities       
Food      
Hearth Tripod braziers (+ firepits) 2 
10 
Surface hearths 5 Surface hearths 5 Stone lined hearths (with a 
base of fired clay for elite) 
2 
10 
Surface hearths + braziers + 
dug out or surface, domed 
ovens 
2 
5 
Grinding tools Manos and metates + mortars 
and pestles 
1  
7 
10 
Manos and metates + mortars 
and pestles 
5 Manos and metates + mortars 
and pestles 
8 
   
Manos and metates + pestles 7  
8 
13 
Manos and metates 1  
7 
Other preparation tools Griddles 7 ?  Jars + bottles + large vessels 1 
7 
11 
Jars + bowls + griddles + 
cutting tools 
 Jars + bone awls 1  
7 
Food rests Animal bones  13 Seeds + animal bones 13 Plant remains + animal bones 6 
7 
13 
Animal bones + botanical 
remains 
7 
13 
Animal bones + plant remains 7 
Consumption implements ?  ?  Bowls + dishes + plates 1 
4 
13 
?  ?  
Tool production      
Obsidian Simple blades + debris 2 
3  
8 
Simple blades + debris 1 Simple blades + debris 1 
 
Simple blades + debris 8 
11 
Simple blades + debris 2  
8 
Flint  Simple flakes and blades + 
debris 
2 
3 
8 
Simple unretouched and 
retouched tools (?) 
1 - 
 
 
 
-  Simple flakes + retouched 
tools + debris 
2  
8 
Celts -  -  -  -  Finished and partially finished 
celts + quartz pebbles + stone 
pounders 
8 
Ritual      
Figurines Anthropomorphic + 
zoomorphic 
1 
(3) 
7  
(Anthropomorphic) 13 Anthropomorphic  1 Anthropomorphic (+ 
zoomorphic) 
1  
4 
Anthropomorphic (+ 
zoomorphic) 
1 
Musical instruments Notched bone (?) + whistles  1 
(3) 
7 
(Ocarina) + (shell trumpet) 13 -  (Rattle balls) 1  
4 
-  
Blood letters Stingray spines + obsidian 
needles 
1 
(3) 
7 
-  -  Stingray spines 12# Stingray spines + bone 
needles + shark teeth 
1 
Altar or shrine -  Small structure (?) 5 -  Earth benches (?) 2# -  
Caches -  Vessels, shells, shell trumpets, 
jade and shell pendants 
1 -  Vessels  2 Figurines (+ masks) 2 
Other Clay masks  -  Censers + decorated vessels of 
unusual sizes (?) 
1 (Censers) 1  
4 
Clay masks 1 
Other      
Iron ore working Pigments +  mirrors (?) + 
debris + pounders and polishers 
5# 
10# 
 
-  -  -  Mirrors + debris + polishers 4# 
Greenstone/jadeit working Making ornaments + debris + 
pounders and polishers 
5# 
10# 
-  -  Greenstone + pounding and 
rubbing stones (?) 
1 -  
Wood or earth working Stone axes (?) 1 -  Celt fragments (?) 13 Digging tools (?) 1 Celts (?) 8 
Pigments -  -  -  -  Hematite incrusted manos and 
metates + shallow basins with 
pigments 
1 
Textile and/ or basket making Needles + awls 1 Needles + awls + plaster with 13 -  -  Needles + awls 1 
fabric impression 
Lime plaster working -  Mano-like limestone objects 
incrusted with plaster 
1 -  -  - 5 
Processing of bitumen -  -  Ceramics with bitumen on the 
inside 
7 -  -  
Shell working -  ? 13 -  -  Shell fragments, flint tools 4 
Agriculture Garden plots (?) 9 
14 
-  ?  Intensive  -  
Fishing  -  Net weights (?) 13 Net weights 13 -  -  
Warfare/hunting Arrow heads (?) 1 -  -  Biface obsidian blades and 
arrow heads + stone clubs 
1# -  
Mica working -  -  -  Mica + pounding and rubbing 
stones (?) 
1 Mica + flint tools 4 
Pottery production -  -  -  Ovens (?) 5 -  
Figurine production Many figurines (?) 1 -  -  -  -  
Specializations      
Obsidian working One household 1 -  -  All but a few districts, 
especially in the south central 
part of the site 
8 
11 
-  
Flint working -  -  -  -  Some households 2  
8 
Iron ore working Elite household 5#  
10# 
-  -  -  Elite houses 4# 
Greenstone working Elite household 5# 
10# 
-  -  Some common and elite 
households 
1 -  
Mica working -  -  -  Some common and elite 
households 
1 Some households 4 
Pottery production -  -  -  One peripheral zone (?) 5 -  
Figurine production One household (?) 1 -  -  -  -  
Celt production -  -  -  -  Some households 8 
Agriculture -  -  -  Peripheries  14 -  
Warfare/hunting -  -  -  Elite households 1# -  
 
Decorations and imagery 
     
Ceramics Mostly geometric, abstract 
incised or painted motifs. Some 
zoomorphic motifs, notably on 
the prongs of ceramic braziers 
1 Mostly undecorated, some 
incised or painted geometrical  
or abstract motifs 
1 Mostly undecorated, some 
incised, painted or plastic 
geometrical or abstract motifs. 
Vessels of unusual size or 
related to serving food were 
more often decorated. 
1 Mostly undecorated, some 
incised or painted geometrical 
or abstract motifs. Some 
anthropomorphic and 
zoomorphic (especially 
feline) motifs or adornos. 
1 Mostly decorated with incised 
or painted geometrical or 
abstract motifs 
1 
Anthropomorphic figurines Mostly female, generic, often 
with headdresses. Solid or 
hollow. 
1 
(3) 
7 
Simple 13 Generic. Solid or hollow. 1 Mostly female, generic, often 
pregnant or with child, often 
with headdresses, hairdos, 
personal ornament. Solid or 
hollow. 
1  
4 
Generic, often with 
headdresses, hairdos, 
sometimes with costumes and 
masks. Solid or hollow 
1 
Zoomorphic figurines Squirrels, peccaries, opossums, 
dogs, birds, monkeys 
1 
 
- 1 -  Canines, monkeys, grotesque 1  
4 
?  
Personal ornaments Greenstone earspools, beads, 
fang- or T-shaped pendants, 1 
monkey shaped pendant (elite) 
+ clay earspools, beads, 
pendants  
1 
12 
Jade, shell, metadiorite, and 
ceramic beads, (animal 
shaped) pendants, earspools 
12 
13 
-  Jade beads, pendants, rings, 
earplugs for elite + clay, 
stone, or bone beads, 
pendants, rings, earplugs for 
commoners 
1 Shell ornaments + simple 
greenstone ornaments 
1 
Other Stamps with geometric motifs 
+ circular human masks + 
miniature vessels 
1 -  -  Stamps with geometric motifs 
+ stone sculptures in elite 
contexts  
 Clay masks  
 
Origins of materials 
     
Construction clay and earth ?  Local  ?  Local   ?  
Construction stone Local  Local  -  Local   Local   
Ground stone for tools Local   Local  ?  ?  Local   
Ceramics Local (+ Olmec heartland)  ?  Local (?)  Local (+ Motagua region)  Local  
Kaolin Local  -  ?  -  50 km away (?)  
Jade and greenstone Guatemala + Pacific coast  ?  ?  ?  ?  
Obsidian Teotihuacan + Basin of Mexico  Guatemala  Guatemala, Teotihuacan, 
Queretaro, Veracruz, Puebla, 
Hidalgo (?) 
 Local (20 km to the 
northeast) 
 Puebla, Teotihuacan, 
Michoacan, Guatemala 
 
Flint Local  Belize, western Yucatan  -  -  Local   
Iron ore West Mexico + Morelos  -  -  ?  Sources 6, 27, and 33 km 
away 
 
Bitumen -  -  Gulf coast  -  -  
Shell  -  Local (+ east coast of 
Yucatán) 
 -  -  Pacific coast + Gulf coast  
Mica -  -  -  ?  ?  
Salt -  -  -  -  Nearby village  
 
Trash 
     
Small scale (Trash pits) 5 -  Along house walls 6 
9 
Around hearth areas, along 
house walls 
7 
9 
Reused bell-shaped pits 5 
Large scale -  Dug out middens 14 Surface and dug out middens 14 In abandoned houses (?), pits, 
surface and dug out middens 
2  
5 
14 
Surface or dug out middens + 
natural erosion gulleys 
9 
14 
Reuse Sherds ground into discs  Broken artifacts used as 
platform fill. Sherds ground 
into discs, net weights, and 
other tools.  
 Sherds ground into net weights 
(+ broken pottery used as wall 
foundation) 
 Sherds ground into discs  Fill in low spots in courtyards. 
Sherds ground into discs 
 
 
Burials  
     
Locations Beneath house floor + beneath 
patio + cemeteries  
2  
5 
14 
In platform fills (+ beneath 
houses + beneath walls) 
(2) 
5  
?  Beneath houses + beneath 
patio + in middens 
2 
5 
13 
Beneath patio + beneath 
houses (+ beneath walls) + in 
old pits 
2  
5 
Amount per household area ± 7*  ?  ?  ?  ± 2 or 3  
Simple Unadorned pits (+ vessels, 
figurines) 
2 
5 
14 
Unadorned pits (+ vessels, 
personal ornamentations)/ 
urns 
(2) 
5 
?  Unadorned pits/in middens + 
vessels, utilitarian artifacts (+ 
ritual artifacts) 
2  
5 
13 
Unadorned pits / storage pits 
(+ vessels, figurines, shell, 
greenstone ornaments) 
2 
5 
Elaborate Crypts + exotic and Olmec 
looking grave goods 
2# 
5# 
Crypts  (2) 
5 
?  Crypts + quality and exotic 
objects 
2# 
5#  
Crypts (+ vessels, figurines, 
shell, greenstone ornaments) 
2# 
5# 
Remarks The elite residence was also 
associated with simple graves. 
 Urns contained only children, 
separate bones were often 
buried alone, bones were 
sometimes modified before 
burial, many burials were 
secondary and incomplete. 
Some skull deformations. 
 -  Elite households were also 
associated with more simple 
graves 
 Some skull deformations. 
Elite residences were also 
associated with simple graves. 
 
 
Differences between elite and 
common contexts or 
individuals are unclear. 
 
Other features 
     
Storage  ?  ?  Storage jars 4 
6 
Pits 2  
5 
Pits, bell-shaped pits, large 
jars 
5 
(2) 
Sweat houses -  Stone, round structures with 
fire pit 
5# -  Small structures with hearth 
(stone for elite, adobe for 
common households) 
5 -  
Other pits -  Stone walled pits (water 
reservoirs?) 
5# -  Stone walled pits (water 
reservoirs?) 
5# -  
Wells -  3-4 m deep 14 -      
 
Termination and renewal  
     
Burning Most houses  -  -  Sometimes   Many houses  
Several building phases Most houses  Many platforms  Most houses  Many houses  Most houses  
Ritual aspects Broken jade ornaments + vessel 
in walls 
2 Caches beneath walls + exotic 
stone artifacts (?) (+ burials 
beneath walls) 
2  
5 
?  ?  (Burials beneath walls)  
* beneath the elite residential structure, 38 burials were found 
** in rare instances, patio groupings could contain up to 16 houses 
*** sometimes, houses could be as large as 100 m2 
 
 
 
Key to the table: 
Main information 
-: not present 
?: unknown, indicating that it has not been found, but that it might or should have been present 
(?): tentative 
(…): present in some instances, but not systematic 
 
Context 
1: throughout the household area 
2: inside the house structure 
3: in one room of the house 
4: in a restricted section of the house structure 
5: outside the house structure, in the patio 
6: in an unspecified restricted area of the patio 
7: in a restricted area of the patio or a structure associated with a hearth area 
8: in a restricted area of the patio or a structure away from the hearth area 
9: next to the house, outside of the patio 
10: in a secondary structure 
11: on porch 
12: in burials 
13: in trash 
14: outside of the household area 
#: elite (e.g.: 2# = inside an elite house structure). If elements occur both in common and in elite households, then the # is omitted. 
 
 
 
 
Remarks: 
Activities: food:  only those tools which were identified as related to food are mentioned. All the ceramics that may or may not have been used for food preparation or serving were not mentioned, 
unless it is specifically clear that they were, which is most often not the case. 
 
Activities: specialization: only those activities that saw a certain amount of specialization are mentioned. Thus, when a “-” is indicated, this does not mean that an activity did not take place in association with 
households at the site in question, but rather that there were no different degrees of specialization visible for different households. Activities that were present at the site, but not with 
a specialized nature are mentioned in the other “Activities” sections. 
 
 
